The Negotiation of Motherhood amongst Malay Working Women by NUR HAFIZAH BTE RAFIE
 
 
THE NEGOTIATION OF MOTHERHOOD AMONGST 







NUR HAFIZAH BTE RAFIE 







A THESIS SUBMITTED 
 
 





DEPARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY 
 
 









Writing this thesis has been an enriching and a self-discovery experience for me. Getting 
to know women from all walks of life has taught me that balancing work and family life 
requires a lot of patience and perseverance.  
 
I would like to thank the following people who had helped me with this thesis in one way 
or another: 
 
My supervisor, Associate Professor Roxana Waterson, for patiently guiding and advising 
me for the past two years especially during the writing stage. Without her guidance this 
thesis would have been an overly passionate and incoherent rant.  
 
The NUS sociology graduate students, Allan, Christopher, Ryan, Fadzli, Wayne, Dean, 
Hai Ha, Lynette who have helped me shape my sociological thinking in the various 
modules that we took. 
 
My writing companion, Victoria, for accompanying me to write at Coffeebean whenever 
I need a change in environment. 
 
My family and friends for giving me unwavering support throughout these years. 
 
Special thanks to Yurni, Suhaily, Hidayati, Syahidah, Siti Haida and Nurulhuda who 
helped me to obtain informants for this research. 
 
Most importantly, to my respondents, who were kind enough to share with me their trials 
and tribulations, joys and happiness experienced. Without their insights, I will not have 
the data to work with for my research. 
 
Lastly, I would like to thank Juma’at who has been constantly encouraging me for the 
past two years especially when things seem impossible to achieve.  
ii 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Acknowledgements                                                                                                     i 
Table of Contents                     ii 
Summary                                                                                                                     iv 
List of Tables           v 
 
Chapter 1 – Introduction  
                                                                                             
1.1 Statement of the Problem                                                                                 1  
1.2 Aims and Research Questions                                         2              
1.3 Rise of Dual-Income families                                                                           4 
1.4 Methodology                                                                                        7 
1.5 Overview                      10 
 
Chapter 2 – Historical and Cultural Variations in the Ideology of Motherhood and   
Childhood 
                                                                                                                      
      2.1 Motherhood within a Consumerist Society                                                      11 
 2.2 The Emergence of the Sacred Child                              16 
 2.3 Role of mothers in Islam                                                                       20 
 2.4 Mothering and Social Class         22 
  2.4.1 Habitus           24 
 2.5 Impact of Different Mothering Discourses on Working Women                     25 
 
Chapter 3 – Historical Context of Mothering in the Malay World  
               
3.1 The Role of Women in Malay Families in Malaysia                                       27          
3.1.1 Women in Rural Areas                                                                            27  
3.1.2 Women in Urban Areas                                                                           29 
3.2 Malays in Singapore          31 
3.2.1 Socialization of Malay Children       35 
3.3 Status of Women in Singapore        39 
Chapter 4 –Class Differences in the Mobilization of Social Networks 
  
4.1 Different Childcare Arrangements         45 
 4.2 The Involvement of Fathers across Class       51 
 
Chapter 5 – Childrearing Practices across Class                          
 
5.1 Different Childrearing Practices                            56 





Chapter 6 – Class, Culture and Religion in Childrearing Patterns 
 
6.1 Class, Religion and Malay Identity                 75 
 
Chapter 7 – Finding a Balance Between Work and Mothering             86 
 
Bibliography                                                                                                                96 
 
Appendices            
 
      Appendix A – Interview Questions        102 






This research aims to shed light on how Malay working women with children shoulder 
home and familial responsibilities while negotiating identities and practices as workers 
and mothers in everyday life. I examine and discuss the ways that motherhood has been 
constructed as meaningful in the everyday life of working women from different income 
groups, and how they practise their mothering. Forty in-depth interviews were carried out 
with working mothers from different income groups. The Malays in Singapore may face 
particular problems because there is a large part of the community who have not received 
university education, and they are disproportionately represented in low-paying jobs. 
Thus, if women are working long hours as well as doing the housework, they may be 
finding it harder to have quality time with their children. Cultural and religious factors 
also influence how women see their roles as mothers. This study offers fresh insights into 
how working Malay women juggle their roles, showing how the notion of being a good 
Muslim mother may be intertwined with how they practise their mothering. The study 
also pays close attention to class differences in the structural constraints faced by women, 
the means available to them to help them cope with the joint demands of work and 
childrearing, and the styles of mothering adopted.  Malay working women’s experiences 
are shown to be in some ways similar to those of women of other ethnicities, and in 
others rather distinct. The study thus makes a new contribution to sociological inquiry by 
illuminating the interconnections between gender, cultural, class and historical 
differences which entangle the category of woman as a singular form.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 Statement of the Problem 
As Singapore has modernized and transformed its economy and encouraged 
women to enter the workforce, more women are juggling the demands of paid work 
and family responsibilities as a wife and mother, which places them at risk for 
parenting role conflicts and stress. The demands of work sometimes take priority over 
marriage and family life and these demands also intrude on the privacy and sanctity of 
domestic life. Balancing work and parenthood has been seen as a special problem and 
a dilemma for women because traditionally, women are seen to be the ‘natural’ carers 
for their children, while men are expected to work to provide for the family. The 
concept of mothering is a historically and culturally variable relationship in which one 
individual nurtures and cares for another. The notion of motherhood is tied to the 
notion of gender in which a socially constructed concept of relationships and practices 
are organized around the perceived differences between what a male and a female 
should be. This gendered allocation of mothering developed from an essentialist 
interpretation which views mothering as natural, universal and unchanging. An 
ideology that places mothering exclusively in the private, emotional realm creates 
conflicts for mothers who are holding full-time employment. Mothers have identities 
and activities outside of and in conjunction with mothering.  
In Singapore, the notion of balancing work with family life has been an 
important issue as the total fertility rate in Singapore has been falling below 
replacement levels. There are fewer couples who want to be parents or want to have 
more than 2 children since raising a ‘high quality’ child is now seen to require a heavy 
investment of resources and parental energy (Jones et. al. 2009).  Mothers who are 
working long hours may feel conflict due to the restricted time they are able to spend 
2 
 
with their children to nurture them and help with their education even though they are 
working. This research will examine how Malay working women have to deal with 
intertwined cultural and religious expectations of being a mother. It will also explore 
how far women of lower income may find themselves under additional pressure in 
balancing their role as a mother and worker due to lack of resources.  
It is important to understand how working women negotiate motherhood and 
work as it involves the interconnections between gender, cultural, class and historical 
differences which complicate the category of woman as a singular form. As there is a 
lack of previous studies on how Malay women cope with motherhood and work, this 
study attempts to shed light on how current labour policies may affect working 
women with regard to work-life balance. Apart from that, this study seeks to 
understand how working mothers from low-income families negotiate their role as a 
mother and worker since these women have fewer resources than women with higher 
family income, and will have less time to adhere to an ideology of intensive 
mothering. This thesis hopes to illuminate problems related to work-life balance and 
shed some light on the existing weaknesses in childcare and preschool coverage for 
people in the lower income brackets.   
1.2 Aims and Research Questions 
Mothers from different social backgrounds may experience motherhood 
differently and have different understandings of what motherhood means. Thus, I 
wish to investigate if there is a certain ideology of motherhood that these working 
mothers adhere to, and what are the negotiating processes in which they engage in 
their social construction of everyday life. The concept of motherhood as an ideology 
and the value of raising well-rounded children will be examined. I will also look at 
how the state’s policies play an important role in shaping how working women 
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negotiate motherhood. Resources such as social networks and kin relations, structured 
resource provision and the availability of information play an important role. Thus, I 
will look at how mothers from different socio-economic statuses would have access to 
different types of resources which may help or hinder them in negotiating the notion 
of motherhood. Apart from that, I will be exploring the emotions that mothers have to 
negotiate and re-negotiate with themselves in trying to accept the whole notion of 
motherhood.  
In comparing mothers from different social backgrounds, I will examine how 
the cultural capital of mothers from each social class, would affect differently the way 
these mothers negotiate some kind of balance between motherhood and their working 
life. Comparing women of different social classes, the ideas and beliefs about how 
women should care for their children and juggle with their work life are likely to be 
different.  This is because the knowledge that women have about reproduction and 
childrearing comes from a wide variety of different sources, and the advice they 
receive from some of these may be conflicting with what they have been brought up 
to believe (Richardson 1993: 18). For a working mother, even though she has her 
career to pursue, society still expects the mother to be fully responsible for her child’s 
well-being and to be actively involved in the children’s education. Furthermore in 
Islam, the role of a mother is emphasized three times by the Prophet which places the 
main burden of parenting upon the mother. In Islam, mothers are expected to educate 
the children well with good Islamic values. She is the main person responsible for her 
children’s development. With this big responsibility expected of Muslim mothers, it is 
important to study how working Malay women juggle their roles as a mother and 
worker as the notion of being a good Muslim mother may be intertwined with how 
they practise their mothering. Apart from that, there are also Malay cultural 
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expectations embedded within the Malay kinship system, that the mother has to be the 
main caregiver for the children. In the Malay family, the flow of nurture from parent 
to child is seen as both obligatory and voluntarily bestowed with no thought of return. 
The voluntary aspect of the parent-child relationship is fundamental, since any adult 
who is willing to take on a nurturing role towards a child and to help the child lead an 
independent, adult existence is a socially recognized parent (Li, 1989). 
1.3 Rise of Dual-Income Families  
In the 2009 Ministry of Manpower Report, 24.1 % of females in the age group 
of 25-29 years old have a diploma and professional qualification, while 23.3% have a 
university degree. For females within the age group of 30-34 years old, 17.4% are 
diploma holders and 24.7% are university graduates (Ministry of Manpower 2010). 
With more females attaining higher education, one will expect that the female labour 
force participation rate will increase. Over a span of eighteen years, the percentage of 
Singaporean women who are working full-time has risen from 48% in 1991 to 55.2% 
in 2009 (Ministry of Manpower 2010).  According to the 2005 General Household 
Survey conducted by the Department of Statistics, 38.5% of females who are married 
are active in the labour force. An immediate implication for the household is that 
there are two income earners. With an increase in the number of women in the 
workforce, the combination of work and caring for the family has become an 
important issue in the lives of dual-income families especially those with young 
children.  
According to past research, there is considerable variation in how women 
negotiate their role as a mother and carer, which may be consistent with differences in 
their educational level (Debacker 2008: 528). Mothers with different qualifications 
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appear to make variable choices with regard to the combination of work and caring 
activities. Debacker’s study (2008), which was carried out in Belgium, showed that 
low-skilled mothers tend to withdraw temporarily from the workforce after the birth 
of a child, while the well-educated women tend to outsource some childcare activities. 
These well-educated women could afford to send their children to childcare centres, 
rather than sending them to be looked after by their relatives. Care time has different 
rhythms and constraints than labour market time. Care for children has multiple time 
dimensions, some of which are relatively inflexible. Many caring tasks are continuous 
and non-negotiable such as supervision, feeding and facilitating education (Maher et. 
al. 2008: 549).  
Conditions in Singapore are likely to differ from those in Debacker’s study. 
Yeoh and Huang (1995) conducted a study to examine childcare preferences amongst 
the three major ethnic groups in Singapore by looking at families living in Bishan 
which comprises residents living in the HDB flats and private housing estates.  The 
sample is based on a random survey of 560 mothers comprising 255 housewives and 
305 full-time working women. Based on this study, most working women are unable 
to be the main caregiver during the working day and resort to a wide range of 
childcare strategies. The most common modes utilized by working women include the 
use of grandparents, weekly babysitters, childcare centres and live-in maids. Malay 
working mothers prefer to let their parents care for their children instead of sending 
them to childcare centres. Around 22.2% of Malay mothers discounted the childcare 
centres for fear that their children will learn undesirable socio-cultural values at these 
centres. Their main concern is that the food served during mealtimes is not halal 
(Yeoh and Huang 1995: 454).  The other main issue that these mothers have with 
some of the childcare centres within their vicinity is that the centres are run by 
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organizations with Christian roots. Due to this, Malay mothers are unwilling to send 
their children to centres with a different socio-religious milieu (Yeoh and Huang 
1995: 455). Malay families, who live far from their parents, will send their children to 
a babysitter who is of the same ethnicity (ibid.). The Chinese and Indian mothers are 
more willing to send their children to childcare centres as they do not have any 
cultural issues about them. 
Uttal (1999) in a study that examined kin-based childcare amongst Hispanic 
and African-Americans in the United States, shifts her focus from the individual 
needs that have been given prominence in earlier studies to the dynamic family 
processes that are shaped by the contexts of class, race and gender within which they 
are situated. The embedment in extended family socioeconomic networks suggests a 
new framework for understanding the criteria used by employed mothers to make 
their childcare choices (Uttal 1999: 855). The use of kinship networks means that 
cultural differences in the orientation towards kin-based child care continue to exist 
and influence different practices in ethnic minority families.  
If society and state policies continue to hold lightly to a more conventional 
ideology of what a good mother should be, this poses a contradiction for working 
mothers who cannot simultaneously stay at home full-time. According to Hochschild 
(1990), women often work two shifts, doing both their paid job at their workplace and 
their unpaid job at home. Due to the unfeasibility of keeping their work and family 
life separate, women are constantly “shifting gears” in order to meet expectations in 
each domain. This creates tension for women, especially in Asian societies where 
patriarchal gender ideologies and cultural ideals have tended to be deeply embedded; 
it will not only deepen the divide between the public and the private but it may also 
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cause the women in these societies to embrace the qualities of good mothering and 
add extra pressure to themselves to fulfil both roles (Devasahayam and Yeoh 2007).  
Denise Segura (1994) studied Hispanic mothers in the United States. She 
describes working-class women as having always to focus their energies on working 
outside the home rather than fulfilling the socially-constructed ideal of the full-time, 
stay-at-home mother, an image that belongs to the middle class. These mothers do not 
have so much time for their children. She found some working parents threw 
themselves into their work as they see the home and family life as sources of 
unending demands, stress and tension, while identifying work as a place marked by 
pleasant relationships and peer support groups. The division of labour is also 
complicated by asymmetries in power and problematic negotiations over the division 
of emotional labour. It is inevitable that women with children have to deal with these 
two spheres of life. The spill-over effects from one domain into the other are 
inescapable. Given the insight that gender, family and work are not natural, universal 
and unchanging categories, we may conclude that it is necessary to examine how 
women’s and men’s actions and interactions, identities, beliefs and ideas, and the 
varying social, economic and political institutions, shape women’s experiences in 
their capacities as mothers.  
1.4 Methodology 
This study begins from a Weberian methodological standpoint of Verstehen, 
where there is an attempt to interpret the social phenomenon in terms of the meanings 
my informants bring to their lives and social actions. It will focus on subjective 
experiences, definitions, symbols, metaphors and descriptions of my informants.  
Data were collected from 40 married Malay women between ages of 23 to 42 
years old who are in full-time employment. The sample for this study is a purposive 
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sample as it targets working women from dual-income families who have children 
between the ages of 6 months and 6 years old. This age group is associated with 
intensive parenting where the child is groomed to have a well-rounded development 
before he/she enters primary school education.  Hence it is important to study mothers 
with children in this age group to examine if there are differences in childrearing 
practices. As far as possible, I aimed to get an even spread across income brackets. 
  I obtained access to my informants through friends, kindergartens, a family 
service centre and an online group for working mothers. They were assured at the 
beginning of the interview that the information they gave would be kept confidential, 
in order to ensure that their responses would be frank and honest. I interviewed 15 
mothers from working-class backgrounds, in which the monthly gross income for 
each household is less than $2,500 and the mothers’ highest education qualification is 
GCE ‘N’ Level. The mothers in this group are between the ages of 23 to 42. 11 of the 
women were in their twenties, while the other 4 women were between the ages of 36 
to 42 years old. The women in the lower income group tend to marry at an earlier age 
as compared to the higher income group. Refer to Appendix B for interviewees 
profile. 
The other 25 mothers were women who are university graduates and are 
currently working as teachers and managers. For this group of mothers, the monthly 
gross income per household is around $5,000 and above. The women in this group are 
between the ages of 27 to 38 years old. For both categories, the husbands have the 
same educational qualification as the women. Being a person who is not yet a parent, 
I may be seen as an outsider particularly to issues pertaining to motherhood, which 




Informants were asked about the effects of their jobs on their roles as a mother 
and wife. Probes were used for each question in order to obtain more detailed 
answers. Some questions that I asked during the interviews included whether they felt 
that work caused them to miss out on some of the pleasures of being a parent, and 
whether they feel that there is a conflict in their role as a parent and a worker. Aside 
from that, I also asked about their relationships with their spouses, such as how 
childcare tasks were divided, whether they were able to spend quality time with their 
spouse, and whether they confide in their spouse whenever they find life stressful. 
The women described to me what their working hours are like and how much time 
they spend with their families. A list of interview questions can be found in Appendix 
A. The interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder and later transcribed for 
data analysis.  
In this study, I have only used in-depth interviews to collect my data. The 
variable and personal nature of the social constructions can be elicited and refined 
only through interaction between myself and informants. The open-ended interviews 
allow me to obtain the informants’ personal experiences which are important in this 
study. Having interviewed 40 informants enable me to find recurring patterns and 
themes which allow me to reach some level of ‘saturation’ where similar themes keep 
emerging in subsequent interviews. 
I divided my interviewees into 2 groups on the basis of income. Those in the 
working-class group have secondary school education or a post-secondary education 
and earn a monthly household income below $2,500. Middle class women will then 
be classified as those who have a university degree and a monthly household income 




1.5 Overview  
In the next two chapters I will review literature related to motherhood and 
childhood both in the local and international contexts. Chapter 2 will look at the 
historical development of childhood and its relationship to motherhood which results 
to the adherence to the ideology of intensive mothering. Chapter 3 will examine the 
history of motherhood in Malay families by exploring parenting and kinship in 
Malaysia and Singapore. As Singapore and Malaysia share a common colonial, 
migration and political history, it is important to examine the structure of the Malay 
family in both countries. I also look at how women are being viewed by the Singapore 
state. Chapters 4 to 6 contain the analysis of my own findings, while in the concluding 
chapter I sum up some of the challenges faced by both working-class and middle-
class women in juggling the demands and expectations of motherhood. 
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Chapter 2: Historical and Cultural Variations in the Ideology of Motherhood 
and Childhood 
Historically, womanhood has been closely associated with motherhood. 
Motherhood has been assumed to be such an important focal point in every female’s 
life trajectory that it is defined as ‘natural’ and a ‘universal’ experience for all mothers 
regardless of their social class (Yak 1997). Even though parenthood is deemed 
important for both men and women, the parental role is constructed to be more central 
to a woman’s life such that the effects of motherhood tend to be more essential than 
the woman’s selfhood. The ideology of motherhood portrays the role of the mother as 
an ideal type in a certain historical and cultural epoch. Over time, older models are 
discarded and fade from historical memory and new models arise in new social and 
cultural contexts. The discourses that have emerged tend to shape and influence the 
ideas and expectations of what a ‘good’ mother should be. This will have an effect on 
the lived experiences of mothers of different social classes as they have different 
financial resources, reference groups and cultural milieu. The ideal mother as 
produced by the intensive mothering ideology is one who has access to a diverse 
range of capitals: economic, cultural and social capital. This thesis attempts to 
illustrate how middle- and working- class mothers differentially try to position 
themselves as ideal mothers using the different resources they have access to. In this 
chapter, I will examine the historical development of childhood and its relationship to 
motherhood in order to understand the ideology of motherhood. 
2.1 Motherhood within a Consumerist Society 
In order to understand how working women would divide their time between 
work and family time, we need to examine the concept of motherhood itself. 
Motherhood is a social construct created through men’s and women’s actions within a 
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specific historical period (Hays 1996). The concept of mothering is a historically and 
culturally variable relationship in which an individual nurtures and cares for another 
(Glenn et. al. 1994: 3). Mothering occurs within specific social contexts that are 
dependent on the family’s material and cultural resources which are available to the 
family and structural and resources constraints which may limit the type of mothering 
that the mothers of various socio-economic classes practise. The notion of 
motherhood is tied to the notion of gender in which a socially constructed concept of 
relationships and practices is organized around the perceived differences between 
what a male and a female should be. The gendered allocation of mothering has 
developed from an essentialist interpretation which has tended to view mothering as 
natural, universal and unchanging. Hays argues that in America, the responsibility for 
mothering is perceived to rest almost exclusively on the biological mother during the 
child’s formative years (Hays 1996).  
When rapid industrialization occurred in Britain during the Industrial 
Revolution, it created a clear gender boundary between work and family. Men were 
expected to participate in the economy and work in the office or factories (Hattery 
2001). Men gained control of the public sphere while women’s roles were relegated to 
the home. This causes a corresponding ideological revolution that encouraged middle-
class white women to want to tend the home and care for the children (Hochschild 
1989). The Industrial Revolution created a traditional family model which is known 
as the male-breadwinner model. In this model, the man is responsible for the 
economic needs of the family members whereas the woman is responsible to care for 
the children and family (Parsons and Bales 1995). It created the ideology of a nuclear 
family which is rooted in a belief in the privacy of the family. A nuclear family 
consists of immediate family members and does not include grandparents and other 
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extended relatives (Hansen 2005). Parents are expected to be responsible for their 
children’s education and childcare arrangement in this model. However, during the 
Great Depression as well as the World War II, women were required to participate in 
the labour market (Hattery 2001). During the Great Depression, when large numbers 
of men were unemployed or underemployed, many women acted as wage earners for 
their families. During the World War II, when men had to participate in the war, 
women had to work in the factories. However, when men returned from the war, 
married women’s contribution to the labour force reached its lowest level as men 
reclaimed their manufacturing jobs (ibid.).  
In the early 1970s in America, women’s wage labour began to increase with 
more women have obtained higher education which improved women’s employment 
in the labour market. With more women in the labour force, the male-breadwinner 
model may not be compatible with the family life. This male-breadwinner model 
places mothering exclusively in the private, emotional realm which creates conflicts 
for mothers who are holding full time employment. Mothers have identities and 
activities outside and in conjunction with mothering.  
In the book The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood, Sharon Hays (1996) 
calls into question everyday assumptions about American women who are drawn into 
an ideology of mothering that focuses heavily on the child to the extent of putting the 
child’s needs before their own. Having interviewed working women and stay-at-home 
mothers of both the middle and working classes, Hays concludes that the ideology of 
intensive mothering perpetuates not only men’s interests but also capitalism, the 
state’s agenda and the middle-class values. Single mothers and those from the lower-
income strata of the society are unlikely to subscribe to such an intense ideology 
because of their financially-constrained situation.  
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One type of ideology that prevails is that of intensive mothering. In this 
industrialized society, in which more women have their own careers, one would 
expect the ideology of intensive mothering would fade away. The ideology of 
intensive mothering is a gendered model that advises mothers to expend a tremendous 
amount of time, energy and money in raising their children (Hays 1996: x). In a 
society where women are holding full-time employment, there is a cultural 
contradiction of motherhood in which the mothers are holding full-time employment 
yet at the same time, they hold on to the logic of unselfish nurturing that is expected 
of mothers.  We have to look at the history of childrearing and the logic of notions of 
appropriate mothering to understand where the ideas have come from. According to 
Hays (1996), the ideology of intensive mothering is protected and promoted because 
it holds a fragile but powerful cultural position in the society amidst the 
impoverishment of social ties, communal obligations and unremunerated 
commitments (ibid.). 
As family size has shrunk in many industrialized societies with the advent of 
family planning, parents have been inclined to devote more emotional energy to each 
child, while at the same time parenting norms have become more liberal. This 
increased parental intensity has given rise to what Zelizer (1994) has termed the idea 
of the ‘sacred child’. Before the emergence of this idea, childrearing manuals in some 
European countries recommended breaking the child’s will through the enforcement 
of strict discipline.  Indeed Miller (1983), examining childrearing manuals from 
Prussia and Germany, goes so far as to suggest that parents reared their children by 
physically maiming, exploiting and abusing them. Parenting books written in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries encouraged parents to believe that they are always 
right and that every act of cruelty that they had done towards the children is an 
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expression of their love (ibid.). One of the parenting experts during this period was Dr 
Schreber. In one of his parenting books written in 1858, Dr Schreber encouraged 
parents to discipline their children by using stern words and threatening gestures to 
curb the children’s screaming and crying. If these two methods did not work, he 
advised parents to use mild corporal punishments repeatedly at brief intervals until the 
child has fallen asleep (Miller 1983). In a book written by Sulzer in 1748, he informed 
parents of the need to control their children from the age of one year old to ensure that 
their children will be obedient. In order to manage children who are stubborn, parents 
were encouraged to discipline the children by means of scolding and using the rod 
(ibid.). Apart from these methods, parents in peasant societies relied on the use of fear 
and irony to raise their children by reciting tales of the supernatural to instil obedience 
in their children (Heywood 2001). 
However, from the beginning of the twentieth century with the emergence of 
the sacred child, intensive methods of appropriate childrearing were introduced to a 
wider public through parenting manuals. Nowadays, affectionate nurture is considered 
to be the most essential foundation for the proper rearing of a child. According to the 
different parenting books, maternal love and affection are not only vital but it also 
comes naturally. Childrearing is portrayed to be child-centred, expert-guided, 
emotionally absorbing, labour intensive and financially intensive (Hays 1996). In 
these books, tremendous emphasis was given to expert guided suggestions with 
regards to child nurture, childhood development and proper discipline. Parents were 
encouraged to get proper childrearing education from social workers, child-guidance 
clinics, child psychologists and their child’s doctor whenever necessary (Hays 
1996:63). Aside from that, the task of childrearing is considered to be primarily the 
responsibility of the individual mother. Since more and more women are now in the 
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workforce, a woman is now responsible for finding a proper childcare arrangement 
for her child, one in which she has to ensure that her child is treated as an individual 
and where the carer is able to adjust to the differences among the children (Vincent 
and Ball 2006).  
In Singapore, the notion of balancing work with family life has been an 
important issue as the total fertility rate in Singapore has been falling below 
replacement levels. There are fewer couples who want to be parents or want to have 
more than 2 children since raising a ‘high quality’ child is now seen to require a heavy 
investment of resources and parental energy.  Mothers who are working long hours 
may feel conflict due to the restricted time they are able to spend with their children to 
nurture them and help with their education even though they are working. In my own 
research, I wanted to examine how Malay working women have to deal with 
intertwined cultural and religious expectations of being a mother. I was also 
concerned to explore how far women of lower income may find themselves under 
additional pressure in balancing their role as a mother and worker due to lack of 
resources.  
2.2 The Emergence of the Sacred Child 
In order to understand the ideology of intensive mothering, we need to 
examine the historical development of childhood and its relationship to motherhood. 
Beginning from the seventeenth century, European views of children and childrearing 
practices began to change. Phillipe Aries has argued that children used to be treated as 
miniature adults but from the seventeenth century onwards, childhood came to be 
understood as a special and valuable period of life (Aries 1962).  With the new 
definition of childhood, special clothing, toys and books were produced for children. 
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Schools were built for their education holistic development. Children were now seen 
to be in need of protection from the larger world. With this new shift in the definition 
of childhood, the way a child was reared began to change as well. Childhood has to be 
understood as a social construction. In other words, the terms ‘child’ and ‘childhood’ 
will be understood differently in different societies across different time period. 
Childhood must be examined together with class, gender and ethnicity. For example, 
a middle-class childhood will differ from a working-class childhood and boys are 
raised differently as girls (Heywood 2001). 
 During the Middle Ages, childhood was understood as a process of 
development rather than a fixed state (Heywood 2001). Based on the medical, didactic 
and moralizing literature in the medieval society, it is possible to demonstrate an 
awareness of stages in childhood. Shulamith Shahar draws attention to an awareness 
of turning points around the ages of 2, 7 and adolescence and the characteristics 
related to each stage (ibid.).  According to Shahar, children from an early age were 
not cut off from the adult world (Shahar 1992). In the medieval society, children 
became a part of society since young and neighbours played their part in looking after 
the children (ibid.). Children played an important role in processions such as 
Christmas celebration and were thus socialized into the communal life.  From the age 
of seven to twelve for girls and fourteen for boys, children were introduced to a 
gradual initiation into the world of adult work, through formal apprenticeship or by 
carrying out more skilled tasks (ibid.). During this period, mothers educate their 
daughters to prepare them for their roles as a wife and mother (Heywood 2001). She 
will teach them how to spin, sew and manage a household. Fathers were expected to 
take a more prominent role educating his sons during this stage.  She concluded that 
the early years of childhood in the medieval society was a time for growth and play. 
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 During the period of sixteenth century to twentieth century, the majority of 
children grew up in families. Families were part of larger communities but the child’s 
formative years took place within the family. The role of children within the family 
changed considerably within these four centuries. By the middle of the nineteenth 
century, an ideology of childhood had become a powerful idea in middle-class Europe 
and North America. This ideology operated as an ideal that stretches across western 
cultures. At the heart of this ideology is the idea of children being reared in families 
where childhood was crucial in developing a child to be a successful adult 
(Cunningham 2005). Between the 1870s and the 1930s, the value of American 
children was transformed. With reductions in infant mortality and campaigns against 
child labour, the twentieth-century economically useless but emotionally priceless 
child displaced the nineteenth century idea of the useful child. According to Zelizer 
(1994), the sentimentalization of childhood began to intensify regardless of social 
class. The new sacred child occupied a special and separate world which was 
regulated by affection and education and not by work or profit. Children were to be 
kept off the labour market and should be protected and supervised. Child work and 
child money became defined primarily in educational terms, such that a child was 
now entitled to an allowance and children’s participation in household work was 
justified as moral training instead of a real contribution of labour (Zelizer 1994). The 
emergence of compulsory schooling meant that children should not work and 
childhood was defined as a period of time when children should play and learn. This 
new notion of childhood has caused a change in the views of what type of care and 
values children should be receiving.  
In the United Kingdom, the idea that play is the ‘educational context par 
excellence’, became an educational doctrine from the 1930s and was further 
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popularized in the Plowden Report, ‘Children and their Primary Schools’ in 1967 
(Walkerdine and Lucey 1989). Psychologists like Piaget saw play as a basis for the 
evolution in children of intellectual knowledge produced by children’s acting upon 
the objects in the physical world (ibid.). Children were to be free to play and this was 
part of ensuring the free citizen. The facilitation by mothers of young children’s play 
became loaded with investments such as special educational toys and the kinds of 
play that were favoured, especially play that aided the child’s language and cognitive 
development. Parents were encouraged to aid in their children’s development by 
providing the ‘right kind’ of play materials and by playing with them. The ‘wrong’ 
kind of toys that do not help in facilitating learning and cognitive development were 
frowned upon.  At this point, play and learning become inseparable. The learning 
environment includes the entire home; every possible permutation of events, actions 
and conversations becomes an important opportunity for a valuable lesson. But the 
lesson cannot be discovered by the child alone. It must be directed carefully and 
sensitively taught and directed by the mother to ensure that the right lesson is learned 
(Walkerdine and Lucey 1989). The good mother must always be there and let meal 
times, imaginative play, questions, conversations to be the site of learning for the 
child (ibid.). Play was represented as pleasurable and intrinsically motivating to 
children, just as mothering was not seen as work but as love.  
In 1980, Walkerdine and Lucey (1989) did a study to examine how middle- 
and working-class mothers raised their daughters in Britain. They learnt that there 
were differences in the way mothers of different social classes regulated and raised 
their daughters through their domestic work. In the middle-class households, domestic 
tasks were invisible. Domestic chores became less visible and they became a less 
pressing issue as compared to the working-class households. These mothers made 
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domestic chores fun and turned them into play time and conversations when they 
were doing them with their daughters. In fact, they would try to make domestic tasks 
educational and they would debate with their daughters and listen to them as an equal 
partner instead of disregarding their opinions. Middle-class mothers tend to follow the 
model of a ‘sensitive mother’ which was widely proliferated in Britain since the 
1960s through parenting books and media. In fact, a sensitive mother is defined as 
someone who is attentive to the child’s every need and is able to attend to the child’s 
needs even though she is busy with her household chores (Walkerdine and Lucey 
1989). However, this was not the case for the working-class mothers for whom 
domestic chores were perceived as an important and pressing issue. These working-
class mothers made power and conflict visible to their daughters which would affect 
the mother-child bond (Walkerdine and Lucey 1989). Based on the authors’ findings, 
a working class mother was being portrayed as someone who is insensitive to the 
child’s needs and demands. 
2.3 Role of mothers in Islam 
Ever since the emergence of Islam, Muslim women have successfully pursued 
other activities such as working outside their homes and helping to spread Islam. 
Islam has allowed Muslim women the rights to pursue any economic activity. Muslim 
women are allowed to participate in any professions such as teaching, agriculture, 
journalism, medicine and any other occupations. Islam does not discourage women’s 
participation in the economic structures (Kausar 2006). However, her role as a wife 
and mother should not be neglected (ibid.). For example, the first wife of Prophet 
Muhammad, Khadijah is an exemplary model of a successful Muslim woman who not 
only fulfilled her duties as a mother, a wife but at the same time she was a successful 
business woman (Schleifer 1996).  
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In Islam, motherhood is considered as a blessing from God to human beings. 
There are several verses in the Holy Quran that mentioned the significance of 
motherhood (Kausar 2006). One such verse emphasizes the pain that a mother has to 
endure to carry the child in the womb and giving birth to the child (Holy Quran 
46:15). This verse reminds children to be kind and good to their parents at all times. 
Motherhood is seen as a special vehicle for Muslim women to attain respect in life 
and fulfil her role as a wife and mother (Schleifer 1996). 
However, in some parts of Muslim countries nowadays, such as Saudi Arabia, 
a Muslim woman is portrayed to be successful in life when she is married, and 
whether she has a good husband and whether she is able to raise children who are 
good Muslims (Dahl 1997). In these countries, a woman’s life mainly centred on the 
family where she has to play a more fundamental role than a man (Dahl 1997). 
Muslim women in these countries are expected to perform all kinds of household 
chores alone as legal obligations on them (Kausar 2006). The level of expectations 
and lists of obligations that families and societies placed on these women becomes a 
great burden that it becomes impractical for women in these societies to participate in 
the economy (ibid.).  This portrayal of Muslim women does not depict the actual life 
of Muslim women in industrialized countries and the women in the early years of 
Islam.  
The Islamic family system is the basic unit of the Islamic civilization which 
unites the family members by infusing spiritual connection among them (Kausar 
2006). Both men and women bear the responsibility of raising their children. Islamic 
parenting manuals based on the teachings of Prophet Muhammad, encouraged parents 
to educate children about Islam from young (Hamdan 2009). Parents are informed 
through Islamic parenting manuals to follow the techniques of Prophet Muhammad in 
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raising their children. Parents are encouraged to use fictitious stories to illustrate a 
moral attitude or a religious principle (Hamdan 2009). Apart from that, parents are 
expected to use storytelling as one of the methods to teach children about beliefs, 
values and morals. Authors writing books on Islamic parenting encouraged parents to 
teach children to view issues and situations from the Islamic perspective. There is 
tremendous emphasis on the role of parents especially mothers to educate and nurture 
a future generation of good Muslims. Islam upholds and values motherhood and 
childrearing as part of women’s full participation in society and some Islamic groups 
in neighbouring countries like Malaysia believe that the West devalues such activities 
with the participation of women in the workforce (Stivens 1998).  
2.4 Mothering and Social Class 
Social class has always played a crucial role in educational opportunity (Reay 
1998). Walkerdine and Lucey (1989) argue that it is the actual organization of 
mothering through childrearing, housework and the meanings which are thus 
produced and understood that result in key class differences. Mothering is central to 
the theory of class production. According to Walkerdine and Lucey (1989), social 
class in Britain is being reproduced by the way mothers rear and raise their children. 
In the United Kingdom, social class is deeply entrenched in the society and it is rather 
to difficult for people from a lower social strata to penetrate into the middle-class 
(Reay 1998). In the United Kingdom, the education system is being monopolized by 
the privileging white middle-class parents who will mobilize their cultural capital for 
their children to be successful in school (ibid.). Childcare and educational settings are 
sought and used by middle-class parents to maintain and ensure social homogamy 
(Vincent and Ball 2006).  
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According to Bourdieu, the boundary between social classes is described as ‘a 
flame whose edges are in constant movement, oscillating around a line or surface’ 
(Bourdieu 1987:13). The theory of social space is formulated in place of class as a 
structure where class maps fit more readily than vertical continuums (Bourdieu 1987). 
Bourdieu’s social space discloses a multidimensional distribution of power in the 
form of different types of capital which are cultural, economic, symbolic and social, 
and these are fundamental in explaining social positions (Wacquant 1991). Thus, class 
division is defined by differing conditions of existence, differing systems of 
dispositions produced by differential conditioning and differing endowments of power 
or capital (Brubaker 1985:761). Bourdieu’s analysis of social practices as including 
forms of social choice in everyday life can be utilized to focus on women’s activities 
both inside and outside of the labour market (Reay 1998). In particular the definition 
can be used to examine how women from different social classes utilize their 
resources and capital (if any) to protect their social boundaries and material interests.  
Bourdieu’s theory of the relationship between women and social class cannot be fully 
understood without examining his concepts of cultural capital, field and habitus. 
Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital can be used to explain the social 
processes that underpin home-school relationships especially in middle-class families 
(Lareau 1989). Cultural capital consists of a broad array of linguistic competencies, 
manners, preferences and orientations which are delicate modalities that relate to 
culture and language (Bourdieu 1977). There are three alternative forms of cultural 
capital. The first form is in the embodied state incorporated in the mind and body, the 
second form is in the institutionalized state such as educational qualifications and the 
third is in the objectified state which exists as cultural goods such as books, artefacts, 
dictionaries and paintings (Bourdieu 1986).  Cultural capital exists together with other 
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forms of capital such as economic, symbolic and social capital. Social capital is 
generated through social processes between the family and the wider society which is 
made up of social networks (Reay 1998). Economic capital is wealth that is either 
inherited or generated from interactions between the individual and the economy 
while symbolic capital is manifested in individual prestige and personal qualities such 
as authority and charisma (Bourdieu 1985:733). According to Bourdieu, one form of 
capital can be transformed into another, for instance economic capital can be 
converted into cultural capital while cultural capital can be transformed into social 
capital. The overall capital of individuals of different social classes is composed of 
differing proportions of the various kinds of capital (Bourdieu 1989). 
2.4.1 Habitus 
Habitus provides a conceptual tool for recognizing difference and diversity 
between members of the same cultural group. It consists of dispositions, the 
tendencies to think, feel and behave in certain ways (Bourdieu 1990). A person’s 
individual history is constitutive of habitus but also the collective history of family 
and class in which the individual is a member (Reay 1998). In other words, habitus 
and cultural capital are intertwined with one another. In Distinction, Bourdieu maps 
out a formula which elaborates the interconnection by which ‘(Habitus x Capital) + 
Field = Practice’. Thus, in order to understand the differences of childrearing practices 
amongst women of different social classes, it is important to understand the definition 
of habitus, capital and field as all three aspects contributes to practice. For Bourdieu, 





2.5 Impact of Different Mothering Discourses on Working Women 
The ideology of intensive mothering which was purported by Hays (1996), 
together with the important role of mothers in Islam will be analysed in this research 
to explain the dominant type of mothering that was discovered from the interviews. 
The model of intensive mothering informs mothers that children are innocent and 
priceless and that taking care of them should be carried out primarily by individual 
mothers and that it should be centred on children’s needs with methods that are 
informed by experts, labour-intensive and costly (Hays 1996: 21). The ideology of 
intensive mothering must be understood as one form of a larger cultural opposition to 
the ideology of rationalized market societies. In this research I will examine to what 
extent Malay Muslim women of different social classes adhere to the ideology of 
intensive mothering even if they have different resources and capital. It is important to 
examine whether the ideology of intensive mothering has penetrated to women in the 
working-class. I will explore the coping mechanisms taken by women from both 
working- and middle-class, in particular by looking at the different types of capital 
that are being mobilized by them in order to adhere to the ideology of intensive 
mothering. 
Parenting experts observe that childrearing is emotionally fulfilling and 
requires selfless sacrifices from the mother.  These methods of childrearing contradict 
the practices of the corporate world and the centralized state (Hays 1996:64). The 
basic foundation for childrearing is love where one is required to anticipate the child’s 
every desire and be constantly aware of the child’s unique characteristics. One is 
expected to give love, labour and resources unconditionally for the child. This is in 
contrast to the corporate world where one’s labour and efficiency are more important 
to ensure success in the business world. For those who are in the labour market, their 
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time is very valuable and they need to be highly efficient in the corporate world. 
Thus, it is important to examine how working mothers divide their time between 
childcare and career as the demands in childrearing requires an enormous amount of 
time, energy and money into children which may affect their careers (Hays 1996). 
 Most of the studies done on motherhood examined the division of household 
labour between the two spouses and how childcare arrangements are made in dual 
income families. There is little literature done on how women in Singapore negotiate 
the notion of motherhood and if there is a prevailing ideology that exists amongst 
Singaporean women. In this paper, I will explore on the negotiation of motherhood 
amongst Malay working women and I will look at how women from different 
socioeconomic background may attempt to do mothering differently. This study 
differs from previous studies as it adheres to the Weberian sociological practice of 
Verstehen, or interpretive, empathetic understanding. In this approach there is an 
attempt to interpret the social phenomenon in terms of the meanings my informants 




Chapter 3: Historical Context of Mothering in the Malay World 
In this chapter I will first examine the history of motherhood in Malay families 
by looking at parenting and kinship in Malaysia and Singapore. As Singapore and 
Malaysia share a common colonial, migration and political history, it is important to 
examine the structure of Malay families in both countries. Following that, I will look 
at how women are being viewed by the Singapore state. 
3.1 The Role of Women in Malay Families in Malaysia 
3.1.1 Women in Rural Areas 
In Malaysia, women’s economic contributions to the household are important 
at all levels of the social strata (Stivens 2000). Rural women performed large amounts 
of ‘family’ labour in which an enormous amount of time is dedicated in the kitchen 
and the household (Carsten 1997). In examining the role of women in Malay families, 
it is important to examine an ethnographic study conducted by Carsten which 
observed the Malays living in the village of Sungai Cantik on the island of Langkawi. 
Carsten examined the life inside the houses in which she captured the emotional 
resonance of everyday existence and the relations between people who are close to 
each other (Carsten 1997).  
The Malays in Langkawi conform to a familiar pattern in Southeast Asia. The 
relationship in a marriage is egalitarian in which women in the village are rather 
independent (ibid.). Siblingship is the core of kinship in the Malay community. All 
relations can be traced back to a sibling tie and siblingship embodies the core values 
of kinship morality. Siblings are expected to render aid to each other and to remain 
close even after marriage (ibid.). The villagers of Sungai Cantik know that they are 
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‘all kin’. This kinship is created based on memories of a shared past, living and eating 
together in the present and having children and grandchildren in the future (Carsten 
1997).  
The highly structured notion of siblingship lies at the centre of an elaborate 
system of relational structures which has great power to connect people (Mckinley 
1981:344). Malays hold to an ideal notion of sibling unity in which they see 
themselves as actors within a broad arrangement of differing conditions of siblingship 
(Mckinley 1981:382). Siblingship creates a very general principle in all Malay social 
relations which are marked by expectations of reciprocity (Mckinley 1981). Members 
in this system are ready to fulfil their deepest moral obligations in times of illness, 
unemployment or other unfortunate circumstances. One important point of siblingship 
is that single primary ancestors are never essential as conceptual referents in this 
system. Since individual genealogical knowledge is incomplete, effective ties with 
distant cousins depend upon information passed on by older relatives. Other people 
besides immediate siblings such as good friends and distant relatives can be linked by 
this bond. When there are disruptions to the immediate sibling bond, good friends and 
distant relatives may enter the kinship sphere on the basis of proximity and personal 
preference rather than on the basis of fixed genealogical connection. Marriage and re-
categorization of friends as adoptive kin tend to bring the existing relations back to 
the ideal pattern (Mckinley 1981:351).  
About one-quarter of children living in the village of Sungai Cantik were 
fostered by non-kin or very distant kin, or live with close kin who were not their birth 
parents (Carsten 1997:59). A foster child may live with the foster parents till the age 
of seventeen or have spent a few years with the family (Carsten 1997: 244).  Two 
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categories of kin which are important in caring for the children apart from the 
children’s parents are the grandparents and parents’ siblings.  
Even though Carsten’s study was carried out in a rural village, it is relevant in 
this thesis as it illustrates the importance of siblingship in a Malay family. In 
Singapore, many siblings will live in separate households once they are married. In 
this thesis, it is vital to recognize the important role that members in the siblingship 
play in planning their childcare arrangements.   
3.1.2 Women in Urban Areas 
In present-day Malaysia, the family is highly politicised and there is frequent 
debate in the print media with regard to the issue of juggling family and career for 
working mothers (Stivens 2000). For example, there has been a nation-wide moral 
panic in Malaysia about the role of working mothers in producing ‘delinquent’ 
children. In Malaysia, there are a number of forces in the wider society that 
encouraged the rise of the nuclear family (Stivens 1996). Firstly, the state-led process 
and the growth of waged labour in manufacturing have both increased economic 
individualism (Stivens 1996). At the same time, commoditization in rural economies 
has encouraged individualism in production and consumption (Stivens 2000). For 
example, maternalist ideology in Rembau has been restructured and contested 
recently as there is a rise in the numbers of urban housewives and new national family 
policies that promotes mothering as part of a private sphere (ibid.).   
Stivens (1998) examined modern mothering amongst the Malay middle-class 
in Malaysia. Many of the earlier studies done on motherhood claimed to be providing 
authoritative accounts of the relationships between parents and children and their 
respective subjectivities. In her study, she discovered that with increasingly 
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nuclearized urban families arising as a result of industrialization, individual mothering 
is replacing the more collective patterns of family life where relatives in the extended 
family used to assist the mother in caring for and educating the child. Now, the 
mother is seen to be the main person responsible for her children. The image of 
women is now transformed to become one of the energetic creators of happy families 
(Stivens 1998). In the Malaysian context where there is resurgence in the Islamic 
movement, the Islamic groups in Malaysia argue that women’s true vocation is 
motherhood and child care. In Islam, a mother’s role is of higher importance than a 
father’s role. Islam upholds and values motherhood and childrearing as part of 
women’s full participation in society and these Islamic groups believe that the West 
devalues such activities with the increased participation of women in the workforce. 
A mother’s love and unconditional care are seen to be of great importance to ensure 
that the child will succeed in school and in life. 
Issues such as childcare problems and the demands of school activities were 
dominant concerns being raised in her study. It was observed that middle-class 
women in Rembau resolved this problem by employing maids while for the working-
class women, this option is not available to them as they are financially constrained. 
Working-class women have to rely on kin or childminders to whom they need to pay 
a small fee. Stivens found that among the less affluent groups, juggling both family 
and work may force greater male participation in domestic work and childcare 
(Stivens 2000).  The new family policies in Malaysia take little account of the realities 
of women’s work and the family economies in which it is embedded. These policies 
ignore the knowledge of Malay women’s heavy involvement in agricultural and other 
sectors. They have also ignored the growth of middle-class women’s occupations with 
rapid industrial growth and the present labour shortages in Malaysia (Stivens 1996).   
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Even though the study was carried out in Malaysia, this study provides 
insights to help us understand the issues that Malay middle-class women faced. It 
examines the impact of state policies on the society and the public’s responses to 
these policies. As it will be examined in the later section of this chapter, the Singapore 
state implemented family policies that affect the family and childcare arrangements. 
Stivens’s study is relevant in this thesis as she examines the impact of Islamic 
resurgence on Malay families. This is particularly relevant to Malay families in 
Singapore as there is an increased awareness of Islamic identity amongst educated 
Muslims in the past two decades (Kamaludeen et. al. 2010). 
3.2 Malays in Singapore 
In the 2010 Singapore Census, 503,868 people were classified as Malays. Of 
these, 250,885 are males and 252,983 are females (Department of Statistics 2010). 
The Malays formed 13.4% of the Singapore population, of whom 74.1% are Chinese 
and 9.2% are Indians (Department of Statistics 2010).  Malays have the smallest 
average household income at $3,440 as compared to the Chinese with an average of 
$5,630 and Indians with an average of $5,170. Malays also have the lowest median 
household income at $2,830 compared to $4,000 and $3,730 for Chinese and Indians 
respectively. As the median household wages for Malays were lower than their 
average household wages, one may infer that most Malays are concentrated in the 
lower end of the income spectrum. This can be illustrated by Table 3.2, in which it 
can be observed that 78.7% of Malays earn below $2,999. As of 2005, 67% of Malay 






Ethnic Group Average Household Income ($) Median Household Income ($) 
Chinese 5630 4000 
Malays 3440 2830 
Indians 5170 3730 
Others 8500 5590 
Table 3.1: Monthly Household Income by Ethnic Group, 2005 (Source: GHS 2005, 




Chinese Malays Indians 
Below 499 3.6 4.4 3.7 
500-599 8.8 14.4 9.7 
1,000-1,499 12.6 19.5 13.4 
1,500-1,999 12.4 17.5 13 
2,000-2,999 21 22.9 19 
3,000-3,999 13.9 11.4 13.1 
4,000-4,999 8.3 4.6 8.2 
5,000-5,999 5.5 2.2 5.7 
6,000-6,999 3.4 1.3 3.3 
7,000-7,999 2.3 0.6 2.4 
8,000-8,999 1.8 0.4 1.7 
9,000-9,999 1.1 0.3 1.2 
10,000 and above 5.2 0.5 5.5 
Table 3.2: Monthly Household Income by Ethnic Group (Source: GHS 2005, 
Socio-Demographic and Economic Characteristics) 
Studies that examined Malay households in Singapore found that they are 
predominantly made up of nuclear families which consist of a married couple with 
their unmarried children.  In her preliminary observations of three dual-income Malay 
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families in determining childcare arrangements, Suriani (2002) observes that these 
families will turn to the maternal or paternal grandmothers to care for their children 
when they are working. If this option is unavailable, the families may opt for the child 
to be placed in a childcare centre if he/she is 18 months old and above, or hire a live-
in maid to care for the child. If the child is too young to join a childcare centre, the 
mother might opt out from work for a year before returning to work (Suriani 
2002:18). Li (1989) points out that the Malay households are primarily nuclear in 
form as the Malay concept of household combines the idea of a marital bond with that 
of a housing unit and that the goal of young Malay couples is to live on their own as 
soon as possible (Li 1989: 13-14).  
 Li (1989) notes education is the only form of investment made by Malay 
parents in Singapore in the 1980s which could potentially improve their social 
standing in the society. In the 1980s, there were many Malay parents in Singapore 
who paid greater attention to their children’s education as compared to parents in the 
past (Li 1989).During that period, Li observed that families from middle- and higher-
income Malay households had taken an intense interest in their children’s education 
for fear of embarrassment if their children experience downward mobility. For higher-
income families who wish to keep their children in the education system, they try to 
restrict their children’s interactions by allowing them to mix only with peers who 
share the same aspirations (Li 1989:125). Lower-income parents may invest in 
education in the hope that they will succeed and care for them in the old age. Lower-
income parents do not risk the embarrassment or loss of status if the child fails in their 




Li’s study has highlighted the different emphasis on education that families of 
different income levels have on their children (Li 1989). Li notes that in higher 
income families where both the parents are working, the parents arrange their 
childcare provisions on the basis of the educational standards and interaction of the 
childminder (Li 1989: 125). They often prefer to place a child in the household of an 
educated non-working sister or neighbour of a similar socio-economic and 
educational standing, rather than an uneducated grandparent (Li 1989:125). In most 
lower-income households, both parents are working or the father is holding two jobs, 
which reduces the intensity of parental control and supervision of children. Lower-
income families are less likely to be able to afford any form of childcare when the 
children reach school age, and tend to leave them alone or with their neighbours 
where their interaction is uncontrolled (ibid.). 
In a study conducted by Fathiah (1994), she examined how 20 Malay women 
in Singapore from the professional class managed their multiple roles as worker, 
mother and wife. From her study, she discovered that performing tasks that were 
related to cooking and serving the family, especially the spouse, were never 
transferred to the domestic helper. Most of the women interviewed felt that it was 
their duty to care for their family and spouse. According to the women, this duty was 
seen as so ‘sacred’ that it cannot be assigned to the domestic helper. This is due to the 
deep-seated fear in some of the women that their role and position would be displaced 
by domestic helpers (Fathiah, 1994:116). Thus, they strategized by transferring some 
aspects of household chores while retaining others to ensure that they fulfil their roles 
as mothers and wives. Fathiah (1994:26) highlighted that the wife’s clearest 
obligation is to provide domestic services for her husband and children by managing 
the household and the upbringing and welfare of the children,  although Islam 
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emphasizes that both parents have a joint responsibility for the upbringing of their 
offspring. 
The respective studies conducted by Li (1989), Fathiah (1994) and Suriani 
(2002) are of importance in this thesis as these studies accentuate the value of 
childcare arrangements for working parents and the alternatives that they will take in 
accordance to the income group that they belong to. This current study will examine 
the extent of which higher-income households will arrange for a child-minder based 
on kinship or the educational qualifications of the child-minder. Apart from that, it 
will examine the strategies families from low-income households will take in 
planning for their childcare arrangements when they are constrained by limited 
monetary resources. In 1989, Li had examined the different emphasis on education by 
parents of different income groups. This current study will analyse whether families 
from lower-income groups have changed their emphasis on education after a period of 
two decades. 
3.2.1 Socialization of Malay children 
In a study on the transfer of young children between divorced partners within 
the Singapore Malay community, Djamour carried out intensive fieldwork between 
1949 and 1950 in three different locations. These locations were at (1) a Malay-
dominated fishing area, (2) an urban area which had a mix of Malay, Chinese and 
Indian population where the majority of the Malay population worked as labourers 
and semi-skilled workers with a few working as skilled workers, office messengers 
and junior clerks (Djamour 1959). The third location was an exclusively Malay 
suburb known as the Malay Settlement where the Malays were working as labourers, 
skilled and semi-skilled workers, small tradesmen, civil servants, school teachers and 
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clerks (ibid.). Djamour’s study provides details on cultural practices of Malays in 
Singapore regarding kinship, household, marriage, socialization, adoption of children 
and divorce.  
Djamour shows that Malay social organisation in Singapore in terms of kin as 
well as family organisation provides social networks following a divorce. For 
example, a woman can rely on close kin for practical or moral support, or she can turn 
to them for financial help if she has left her conjugal home (Djamour 1959). 
Djamour’s study indicates that social networks will be available for members of the 
Malay community when they are faced with adversities. Apart from that, Djamour 
observed that a home without young children was not common during her fieldwork. 
It was common for elderly people who were living separately from their married 
children, to adopt one of their grandchildren (Djamour 1959).  
In analyzing the value of a Malay child in the family, Djamour found that 
children are dearly loved in Malay families (Djamour 1959).  The Malays regard 
children as a gift from God (ibid.). This belief fosters the extreme indulgence, 
protection and nurturance of young babies (ibid.). Childrearing appeared to be very 
child-centred, attuned to the expressed needs of the child (Stivens 1996). Every single 
physical and emotional need is attended to constantly with a great deal of affection. 
The baby will not be cared for exclusively by the mother. Instead, the baby will be 
carried by other members of the household, young neighbours, visiting relatives and 
friends. Babies are constantly held and not left to cry. At this stage, the child is looked 
after with indulgence, attentive care and cheerful patience (Djamour 1959).  Djamour 
notes that when a child crawled into the kitchen and was near to sharp objects or the 
open fire, the mother did not spend time or effort to order him out of the kitchen 
(Djamour 1959:100). Instead, she will allow the child to touch the sharp objects and 
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even cut himself in that process. This example showed that Singapore Malay children 
especially in the 1940s and 1950s, learnt from example and by trial and error (ibid.).  
In the 1950s, Djamour found that Malays preferred boys to girls but were fond 
of stating that they accepted with gratitude what God has given them (Djamour 1959). 
In Singapore, during the 1940s and 1950s, Malays expressed indulgence towards their 
preschool children by giving a hefty amount of pocket money (Djamour 1959, 
Mohamed 1966). This pocket money will be spent on food snacks such as cakes and 
other savouries and ice creams (Djamour 1959). Djamour concluded that Malay 
fathers in Singapore often showed indulgence towards their children rather than being 
strict disciplinarians (Djamour 1959:103). She noted that it was usually the mother 
who will punish the children when they misbehave. The father will scold his wife if 
he finds out that the child has been punished severely by the mother (Djamour 
1959:103).  
Djamour’s study is pertinent in the present study as it provides us with insights 
to the mobilization of networks in a Malay kinship and the way a child is reared in a 
Malay family. This mobilization of networks can be tied to the concept of siblingship 
in which parents may turn to the members in the siblingship network if their parents 
are not able to care for the grandchildren. However, we need to consider the structural 
factors in Singapore that may hinder the mobilization of networks since immediate 
family members may live quite far apart from one another as compared to those who 
live in a village. Apart from that, Djamour’s study reinforced the notion of the ‘sacred 
child’ in Malay families. This notion is important in this present thesis as I will 
examine how children are raised and reared in Malay families. 
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 In Singapore, flats are heavily subsidized by the state to ensure public housing 
for low-income earners (Park 1998:275). Ninety percent of the Singapore population 
live in HDB flats in 2009 (Department of Statistics 2009). The housing authority in 
Singapore is HDB which is the sole provider for public housing.  Some of the 
conditions in buying a flat may disrupt the Malay kinship network even though there 
is a policy that encouraged married children to live near their parents. Married 
children may apply under the Married Children Priority scheme if they live within 2 
kilometres from their parents (Housing Development Board 2011). The applicants are 
given priority of allocation with the waiting time for their flats reduced by as much as 
two years. In 1995, the attractiveness of this scheme was enhanced when the 
government offered a $30,000 cash grant towards the purchase of a flat by any young 
family who choose to live within two kilometres of their parents (ibid.). However, 
Malay and Indian families are constrained by the Ethnic Integration Policy which was 
introduced in 1989. This policy was to ensure a balanced ethnic mix across the HDB 
estates to prevent the formation of racial enclaves (Chua 1997).The state fears that 
living in separate racial enclaves will result to fewer opportunities for the different 
ethnic groups to intermingle and understand each other (ibid.). The ethnic quotas were 
imposed not only at the neighbourhood level but also for each block of flats. For the 
Malays and the Chinese, each neighbourhood and each block is to have no more than 
slightly above 10 percent of their respective proportions in the national population, 
while the Indians and others are restricted to no more than 5 percent (Housing 
Development Board 2011).This ethnic quota disrupts the Malay kinship network as 
family members will find it difficult to live nearby to one another. In this thesis, I will 




3.3 Status of Women in Singapore 
In most Asian countries including Singapore, the societies are characterized by 
strong family values that emphasize on the family’s responsibility to take care of its 
own members (Ogawa et. al. 2009). This emphasis on familialism poses difficulties 
for working women which may result to marriages at a later age, fewer marriages in 
the society and few children within a marriage. In countries including Singapore 
where fertility has reached below replacement levels, marriage is seen as a package as 
it is not simply a relationship between two people, but is tightly linked with 
childbearing, childrearing and other family obligations (Jones et. al. 2009). 
According to McDonald (2000), fertility levels will fall to very low levels 
when gender equity rises to high levels in individual-oriented institutions such as in 
the workplace while the gendered distribution of labour in the family households itself 
may remain unequal. In societies where women have access to high levels of 
education, and they learn to value their involvement in the labour market, these 
women will be faced with a dilemma in having a family with children if the gendered 
distribution of tasks in the household places all the burden on them. Being equipped 
with a good education, Singaporean women have developed a more individualistic 
outlook and they aspire to have a more egalitarian relationship with their husbands, 
whom they expect help in childrearing and housework. However, the male 
breadwinner model still exists in Singapore. Work arrangements make it difficult to 
combine work and childrearing practices as the workplace adopts a male breadwinner 
approach to its practices and procedures (McDonald 2000). The employee is expected 
to put his/her work first and to be available after office hours and not to have sick 
children or children who are on school holidays (McDonald 2000:13). The very low 
fertility in Singapore is the result of the level of incoherence in the levels of gender 
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equity in social and economic institutions. There has been considerable advance in 
gender equity in the education sector and market employment, while gender equity in 
the family remains low.  
In countries such as the United States and Europe, the male breadwinner 
model in which the father goes out to work while the mother will be at home to care 
for the children was widely practised by families up till the 1970s.  The antithesis of 
the breadwinner model is the gender equity model in which there is income-earning 
work for both partners and the household maintenance work and caring and nurturing 
tasks are not determined on the basis of gender (McDonald 2000:3). This model is 
based on the notion of equal respect for both men and women, equality of resources 
and capabilities and an end to male-centred measures of social value (Fraser 1994). 
The shift from the male breadwinner model to the gender equity model is apparent in 
the United States and most of the European countries. While dual-income families 
have also become a norm in Singapore, this has not necessarily be accompanied by a 
corresponding shift toward the gender equity model. Although women are well-
educated, there is an expectation for women to be good mothers even though they are 
working. 
For the first two decades after Singapore gained its independence, its family 
policies were focused on antinatalist policies as a form of population control, since the 
government believed that it was important to curb population expansion to ensure that 
the state’s resources could be focused on economic advancements (Jones et. al. 2009). 
Between the period of 1947 and 1970, Singapore’s population doubled (ibid.). Due to 
this, the government developed family planning policies in 1966 which focused on 
disincentives for couples who had more than two children and giving incentives for 
those who conformed (Saw 2009). From 1976 to 1983, Singapore’s total fertility rate 
41 
 
fell from a replacement level of 2.1 to 1.6 (ibid.). This big drop can be explained in 
the comprehensive approach in the way the policies were governed as the social and 
cultural factors acted as catalysts for population-control initiatives. Apart from that, 
the social acceptance of contraceptive use helped women to gain control over their 
fertility decisions (Jones et. al. 2009:183).   
In 1975, the then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew opened a National Trade 
Union Congress seminar-cum-exhibition to mark United Nation Women’s Year 
(Chan 2000). In that speech, Lee presages the government’s future concern on the 
relationship between women as economic contributors and women’s role in the family 
(ibid.). Lee acknowledged that the position of women in Singapore had changed with 
their increased education and employment. However, he expected that these two 
factors should not affect the traditional family relationships which were based on the 
male-breadwinner model (ibid.). At the time the speech was given, Singapore was 
already experiencing a labour shortage (Wong 1974), and the PAP government was 
encouraging women to go out to work (Chan 2000).  
The Singapore government defines a woman’s primary role in the family to be 
raising a child even though she is working. For example, in 1971, the government 
launched a campaign to persuade employers to hire women on the basis that they were 
underutilized (Chan 2000). At the same time, the government indicated that 
employers would work with working married women to find solutions to reduce the 
pressures that they faced as mothers with childcare responsibilities and as workers. 
Apart from that, monetary incentives were offered to less educated women in 1984 
who abided by the small family ideal. In 1985, instead of helping men to ‘adjust 
naturally’ to participate in the household chores, an education policy was introduced 
that reinforced the traditional division of labour within the family (Chan 2000). The 
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Ministry of Education made Home Economics a compulsory subject for all girls. As 
the then Minister of State for Education put it, ‘girls should be girls, and as such they 
must be prepared for their roles as wives, mothers and workers’ (The Straits Times 4 
September 1984). This policy was repealed in 1994.  
From 1986 onwards, Singapore reversed its family policies to raise fertility 
rates. However between 1986 to 1999, the new population policies being adopted 
were still selectively pronatalistic (Jones et. Al. 2009: 184). During this period, the 
new family slogan was ‘Have three or more children, if you can afford it’. The 
dominance of paid work and the extrinsic rewards of career were more appealing to 
young adults than forming a family (Jones et. al. 2009).  The new population policies 
focused on four dimensions: tax incentives, housing, delivery costs and childcare 
(Lien 2002).  The tax incentives were designed to persuade middle and higher income 
couples to have more children and to encourage women to be part of the workforce 
while they raised their children. An example is the Enhanced Child Relief which is a 
progressive increase in percentage of tax relief given for each child based on the 
mother’s earned income (Jones et. al. 2009:185).  
Before 1986, couples could only use Medisave, a compulsory saving scheme 
for medical expenses, to cover delivery expenses for their first two children. Now, the 
use of Medisave is extended to cover the delivery costs for the third child (Jones et. al. 
2009). Apart from that, various schemes were introduced in the civil service for 
married female officers only. The schemes include full-pay unrecorded leave of five 
days per year to care for a child below six years old and no-pay childcare leave up to a 
maximum of four years for women with children below 4 years old, part-time 
employment for up to three years, regardless of the child’s age (Jones et. al. 
2009:186). By entitling childcare leaves only to married women, it could be 
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concluded that the state believes that childcare is the sole responsibility of the mother. 
Despite positive changes in meeting the basic daily needs of women, state-endorsed 
patriarchy meant that certain aspects of women’s lives remained unchanged and that 
the traditional division of labour in the family was given state support (Chan 2000). 
The policies allocate both males and females are to separate duties and 
responsibilities. Men are to remain as heads of households and the policies are made 
with this view in mind. 
However, in 2000, a change in family policies indicates a shift in ideology 
with regard to men’s role in the family, with the introduction of paternity leave. It 
would appear that the state now wants men to be directly involved in childcare, even 
though they are entitled to only three days of paternity leave upon the birth of the 
child. Apart from that, in 2008, childcare leave was enhanced. Now both married men 
and women can apply for up to six days of unpaid infant care leave per year if the 
child is below the age of two, and six days of paid childcare leave per year for parents 
with children under the age of seven (Saw 2009).  
 Even though the state attempts to include men in the role of childcare 
activities, the division of household and child-caring activities is still unequal since 
the women would still be doing a large proportion of these tasks. This could be tied to 
perceptions of motherhood in the wider society. Contemporary notions of good 
mothers as being kind, nurturing and caring and being good workers at the same time 
have intricate links to ideas of mothering and parenting for the state (Stivens 2007). 
The idea of ‘working mother’ is linked to the discursive worlds of home and work 
where there is an emphasis for women to be able to juggle both.  
In the next three chapters, I will discuss the main findings from my research. 
Chapter 4 will look at the different childcare arrangements that Malay women from 
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different income levels adhere to, based on their available social networks. Chapter 5 
will examine the different childrearing practices that mothers from different socio-
economic backgrounds follow, based on the type of resources available to them. 
Chapter 6 will explore the class differences that are apparent in the reinforcement of 
different aspects of Malay identity in the children.  
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Chapter 4: Class Differences in the Mobilization of Social Networks 
 
4.1 Different Childcare Arrangements 
 
Childcare arrangements can be observed as a key arena of class reproduction. 
Childcare opportunities and choices are highly stratified and very closely tied to 
family assets. There are sharp and distinct class boundaries being established and 
maintained within the socially segmented childcare market. Parents have the option of 
asking their relatives, especially their parents or parents-in-law, to take care of their 
children, sending the children to a childcare centre or hiring a domestic helper. Given 
their financial abilities, it would not be surprising if we were to find that middle-class 
mothers were sending their children to childcare centres or leaving them in the care of 
their domestic helpers. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the study conducted by 
Stivens (2000) on Malay working women in Malaysia revealed that middle-class 
mothers generally opt for domestic helpers, while working-class mothers will seek 
help from their kin or childminders. 
However, this is not the case with the middle- and working- class mothers 
whom I interviewed. 24 out of 25 middle-class women told me that they seek help 
from their immediate relatives to care for their children. Even though 12 out of 25 
middle-class mothers have a domestic helper, at the same time, these women will also 
request their parents or parents-in-law to come over to their place during the 
weekdays to look after their children. For example, one of my informants, M, who has 
two domestic helpers at home, will provide one of the maids with the schedule that 
she has set out for her children so that the maid can monitor them. The other maid will 
be in charge of the household chores. Ultimately, it is her parents, who are living with 
her, who will supervise the way the maid takes care of the children. This is described 
by M below: 
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My kids are being looked after by my maid. But the thing is, my mum owns a 
shop which means my mum and dad can come home anytime to check on the 
maids and the kids. It works well for us and it means the maids are always on 
their toes, so they can’t do whatever they want. My mum would be back by 
1.30pm which is around the time my kids would return home from school. 
          (M, 33, teacher with 3 children) 
From the interviews, there seems to be a trend for the women to request their parents 
or parents-in-law to come over to their house on a daily basis during the weekdays 
even though they have a domestic helper with them. 
Basically we have a maid but during the weekdays both my parents will come 
over to take care of the kids and overseeing the running of the house while I’m 
not at home. My dad will fetch the second one from school while sending the 
eldest one to school as both are in the same school but different sessions. As 
my third child has to go to school using school transport, he will send her 
down to the van and then fetching her from the car park when she returns from 
school. 
                (Jq, 34, executive with 3 children) 
The fear of allowing the children to be too close to the domestic helper causes these 
young women to seek help from their parents or immediate relatives. 
When I had my maid, my daughter was really attached to the maid that our 
presence doesn’t really matter to her. So now, without a maid, she’s closer to 
us. But I still need a maid for the next one and a half years before I quit my job 
because I can’t let my sister-in-law care for my daughter and do the household 
chores at the same time.  
        (K, 26, nurse with one daughter) 
 
Middle-class women emphasize the use of kin to care for their children 
because they believe it is important to establish an ongoing relationship across 
generations and preserve a family’s identity. The issue of trust is one of the strongest 
sentiments expressed by most of the mothers who relied on kin care to look after their 
children. 15 out of 25 of my informants live quite far from their parents or parents-in-
law. Even though they live far from their immediate family members, these women 
will figure out a solution which enables one of their family members to care for their 
children even when they have a domestic helper at home. The Ethnic Integration 
Policy which was implemented by HDB in 1989 has affected the areas where these 
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young women live. Ethnic quotas in individual housing blocks have made it much 
harder for them to be sure of living close to their parents. In order to facilitate the 
childcare arrangements for the caregiver, the parents will usually bring their children 
to the caregiver’s place. If their place is quite far from the caregiver’s home, they will 
request for the caregivers to live with them during weekdays. This is described by 2 of 
my informants: 
I live in Bukit Merah while my sister-in-law lives in Bedok. Right now we are 
negotiating with my sister-in-law. It’s either I sleep over at their place or they 
sleep at my place. Right now I’m struggling with my time, shuttling around 
because my daughter is also schooling from Tuesdays to Thursdays. If I have 
my off days during these 3 days it would be great but it’s not really possible to 
have it every week. My daughter is schooling at Mujahidin mosque. Because 
my husband works in Queensway, he will send my daughter to school. For 
going home time, it’s either I fetch her or my sis-in-law. For example, the past 
two days were my off days so I was able to fetch my daughter. For tomorrow, 
I am hoping that my mother-in-law will be able to stay with us tonight so that 
my sister-in-law is able to fetch my daughter tomorrow.   
   
 (K, 26, nurse with one daughter) 
 
We have to pack all the kids in the car and send the children to the 
grandparents’ place (in laws). We live in Jurong West and we send them to 
Jurong East and my father-in-law will send them to school and fetch them. We 
will fetch the children from the grandparents’ house at around 7 plus. 
      (U, 36, executive with 3 children) 
 
Even though these 15 women could afford to send their children to a childcare centre, 
they would prefer their immediate family members to look after their children as they 
want their children to bond with the grandparents. Having a family member to care 
for the children helps to put their minds at ease when they are working.  
If I have the choice between my parents and the childcare centre, of course I 
will choose my parents. I know at the childcare centre, they are taken care of. 
Even having my parents taking care of my children there’s positive and 
negative things. You know how grandparents like to spoil the grandchildren. It 
happens but I told them when it comes to discipline, I’ll be the one. I feel more 
secured that they care for my children and I want them to be close to their 
grandparents. Because they won’t be around for long, it’s important they have 
a good bonding with the grandchildren. 
(U, 36, executive with 3 children) 
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The notion of having the parents or parents-in-law care for the children could 
be explained by the whole idea of value transmission and value transformation. The 
principal channel of transmission is through the socialization of children by the 
parents and the grandparents (Quah 2009: 76).  Grandparents are a source of 
transmission of the cultural values that the parents may want the children to have. 
They are considered an aspect of social capital. As grandparents are the ones who see 
their grandchildren most of the time, they can impart the cultural values that they 
adhere to and narrate to the children stories that are important to the family and the 
country which could not be found in books. The process of value transmission 
requires the presence of a network of relations involving young and old, in which the 
members of each generation perceive the others as a vital resource for the prosperity 
of their community. According to Coleman (1990), it is this network of 
intergenerational relationships that forms the community’s social capital.  
As for the working-class women, there is a stark contrast in their childcare 
arrangements. As both their parents and parents-in-law are likely to be working, these 
women do not seek help from their family members to look after their children. 
Instead, they will send their children to childcare centres. As all of the working-class 
women have a household income of less than $1,800, most of the childcare fees are 
heavily subsidised by the state.  Based on a report released by the Ministry of 
Community, Youth and Sports (MCYS), the average costs to send a child for a full-
day programme at the childcare centre is around $600.  There will be a $300 subsidy 
given to working mothers. In addition to that, the parents will receive a subsidy of 
$200 to $340 from the Centre-based Childcare Financial Assistance Scheme (CFAC), 
depending on the income range into which their household income falls. This can be 
illustrated in the table below. 
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Monthly Household Income Maximum CFAC subsidy per month for each child 
Less than or equal to $1,000 Up to $340 
$1,001 - $1,500 Up to $300 
$1,501 - $1,800 Up to $200 
Table 4.1 Current Maximum CFAC subsidies (Source: Ministry of 
Community, Youth and Sports Website) 
 
After the deduction of all the subsidies, a family with a household income of 
less than $1,500 will pay $70 per month while a family with an income of $1501 to 
$2000 will pay $125 per month. A childcare centre provides full day and half-day 
care programmes to young children. Some centres offer flexible childcare 
programmes to cater for the diverse work requirements of parents. Most centres admit 
children from 18 months onwards, while there are some centres that provide infant 
care services for children aged two months to 18 months.  The programme at a 
childcare centre aims to educate and develop preschool children through effective 
early childhood education. The childcare centre provides meals and snacks for the 
children. Due to dietary restrictions, 2 out of 15 of my informants prefer a Muslim-
based childcare centre. H, for instance, told me: 
When choosing a childcare centre, I prefer an Islamic-based curriculum. 
Currently at my housing estate there is no Islamic-based childcare centre, so 
the nearest is at Pasir Ris (PPIS or Iman). Most childcare centres in my area 
(Sengkang & Hougang) that I had checked do not have Halal food & do not 
offer Malay Language as a Mother Tongue subject. What they offered is 
merely 'no pork no lard' or food that are from Halal sources which I 
can't compromise. During the time when my 3rd child was at PPIS, my 
husband was a taxi driver and therefore it was convenient for him to ferry her.  
 (H, 46, library Assistant with 4 children) 
 
The preference for Muslim-based childcare centres is linked to the type of 
food being prepared by the childcare centres. At Muslim-based childcare centres, the 
food served is Halal-certified, and the two women are reluctant to let their children eat 
food that is not Halal-certified. It is interesting to note that the two women who are 
uneasy about sending their children to a non-Muslim-based childcare centre are in 
their forties. The rest of the mothers who are in their twenties are flexible with their 
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childcare choices as the waiting lists for Muslim-based childcare centres are rather 
long. Currently, there are 5 Muslim-based organisations that offer childcare centres. 
However, their locations are concentrated in certain areas and do not cover all of 
Singapore. Altogether, there are 3 childcare centres in Woodlands, 5 centres in Pasir 
Ris, and 1 centre each at Ang Mo Kio, Bukit Batok, Choa Chu Kang, Jurong East, 
Simei, Bedok Reservoir and Yishun. When there is only one Muslim-based childcare 
centre in a particular area, it is likely to have a long waiting-list. This makes it 
difficult for parents to send their children to a particular childcare centre as there will 
be a lot of applicants vying to get a place in the childcare centre. A check with one 
Muslim-based organisation that runs childcare centres reveals that there are a total of 
170 applicants on their waiting list to enter their 4 respective childcare centres. Due to 
these long waiting lists, 13 out of 15 of my working-class informants had to send their 
children to a childcare centre that is either Christian-based or one that does not 
provide Malay Language as a Second Language.  
7 out of these 13 women sent their children to a Christian-based childcare 
centre because it provides more financial subsidies. As for the food provided, the 
parents were able to accept a ‘No pork, No lard’ childcare centre, since there are at 
least Malay teachers teaching the classes. The presence of Malay teachers, especially 
those who wear a headscarf, reassures the women that their children will not be easily 
influenced by the teachings of Christianity. Even though these Malay teachers are not 
the ones preparing the meals, the women told me that they are confident that the 
teachers will not let the children eat foods that are prohibited by their religion. 
Furthermore, the mothers who send their children to a Christian-based childcare 
centre believe that most of the values being taught in the childcare centres are 
universal values that are embraced by different religions. The mothers emphasized 
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that it is important for their children to understand that there is a Creator who created 
them. These mothers do inform their children that it is necessary for them not to 
memorize the prayers that they learnt in school. Due to the financial constraints that 
these working-class mothers faced, they could only send their children to a Muslim 
religious school when their children are in Primary 1. Currently, there are a few 
Muslim-based organizations that offer part-time religious classes for preschool 
children. The monthly fees for these classes cost $39 for each child. Even though the 
monthly fees seem cheap to most people, this amount is hefty for working-class 
families who are struggling to send their children to school and ensuring that they 
have enough money to pay for the monthly bills and their family’s daily lives. Their 
tight financial circumstances caused them to make their children’s religious education 
at this early stage a lower priority. 
4.2 The Involvement of Fathers across Class 
Based on my interviews, there is a stark difference in the involvement of 
fathers from the different social classes. Middle-class fathers are more involved with 
their children, and will spend time to play with the children and look after them when 
their wives are busy. These fathers are an emerging group of men who are beginning 
to be more involved in parenting rather than sticking to the traditional breadwinner 
role. For example, most of the middle-class women disclosed that their husbands will 
help to look after the children when they are feeling tired. Apart from that, these 
fathers have also helped out in the changing of the diapers when their children were 
babies.  
My husband has also been there for me despite his busy schedule. For 
instance, I was always the one who have to send the third child for her 
appointments to see the neurosurgeon, the bone doctor and the child 
development doctor. Sometimes when I have courses to attend or the 
appointments are in the morning when I have to work, my husband is willing 
to send her to the hospital. So I am quite stress-free because of my good 
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support system. It’s very important not to have stress to take over your life. 
Because when that happens, you will just feel that everything around you will 
be haywire and everything you do is a burden. That’s why I make my life 
stress free, I look at things very lightly. Even though I am faced with 
challenges like when my children falls sick and have high fever and need to be 
sent to the hospital, I will calmly call my parents for help to ask them to look 
after the rest while I rush to the hospital. 
           (J, 34, teacher with 3 children) 
When it comes to the different roles that each parent plays in raising the 
children, it seems clear from the interviews that the mothers are usually disciplining 
the children while the fathers are the ones who will pamper them. The fathers will be 
the ones who will explain things in a nice manner to the children when the mothers do 
not allow them to do something. Middle-class parents tend to accept the concept of 
shared parenting roles, and these fathers help out in caring for their children whenever 
they have free time. The idea of shared parenting may be derived from their wives as 
they read parenting books that inform parents of the most up-to-date styles of 
parenting. One of my respondents, Y, mentioned that she will share the parenting 
information that she had read with her husband as he has no time to read the parenting 
books himself. She will advise her husband on ways to be more involved with their 
children.  These fathers will try their best to bond with their children so that their 
children will feel close to both their parents, even though their fathers return home 
late from work. Middle-class fathers usually spent one or two hours a day with their 
children after they return from work. They will spend time with the children before 
they sleep, and this time is utilized by the children to inform their parents of their 
daily updates. As illustrated by M: 
My husband’s working hours are longer than mine. He leaves in the morning 
around 7 plus or 8 and he will come back from work around 7 plus or 8. The 
only time he has with the children is at night and during the weekends. So 
normally when he comes home, he will do his prayers and dinner. When he 
has the time, he will send the older ones for the swimming lessons. For the 
homework wise we try to do as much as we can with them. When all is done, 
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then my children will all congregate in our room and we will talk and spend 
time with them. 
   (M, 33, teacher with 3 children) 
 
 
It is apparent from the quote below that there is a division of labour for childcare in 
shared parenting. The mothers are usually the ones who handle their children’s 
education while the fathers will be the ones ensuring that their children are not 
emotionally affected and stressed by the mothers’ expectations. 
I am the main disciplinarian as I spend more time with them. I will be the one 
giving the yes and no and explaining things to them. So naturally the children 
will ask me for permission. 
They are very close to my husband, my number 2 and 3 are close to their 
daddy. He will pamper them and he is the comedian. He is the one who will 
lighten things up and put things in perspective. He will play with them up to 
their level and he has a lot of patience. I just cannot teach my children but he 
has a lot of patience when teaching them and he will use the same calming 
tone even though he needs to explain to them a lot of times. 
     (F,32, teacher with 3 children) 
 
To judge from the interviews, it is common for the fathers to be the main 
parent who will teach the children in matters of religious education such as teaching 
them to pray and to read the Holy Quran. Middle-class fathers are hands-on parents 
who will be involved in taking their children to the different activities that they are 
enrolled in.  
He also takes care of enrichment schedules, supervision and revision of Malay 
and Madrasah subjects, teaches them prayers and Quran reading and brings 
them for swimming lessons, art classes and soccer practice.    
      (R, 36, social worker with 3 children) 
As for the working-class fathers, there is less emotional involvement with the 
children’s lives as compared to the middle-class fathers. These fathers tend to adopt 
the traditional distant father approach in interacting with their children. The mothers 
told me that they will be the main caregivers for the children as their husbands still see 
themselves as the main breadwinner even though their wives are working. The mothers will 
54 
 
be responsible for the children’s education, supervising them and selecting the main 
childcare arrangements. The fathers will only assist in caring for the children when there is 
no-one else to care for the children. This is illustrated below: 
For example, my husband does not interfere when I discipline my children, in 
fact he will reinforce what I am trying to inculcate. I am the main person who 
will care and discipline the children. When there is a need for me to attend 
functions privately then my husband has no choice but to look after the 
children.  
 (H, 46, library Assistant with 4 children) 
 
Through the interviews, it is apparent that there exists a traditional gender 
relation in the working-class households. While the middle-class fathers are moving 
towards a more egalitarian gender relationship by participating in shared parenting, 
the working-class fathers are still adhering to the traditional model of gender 
relations. The fathers will only help out in caring for the children when they are asked 
to. Otherwise, the mothers will be the ones caring for the children. However, 
working-class fathers do bring their children out for family outings and take them to 
classes. Working-class fathers are more involved in play activities with their children, 
while middle-class fathers tend to be involved in both play and caring activities. 
Being a father means more than just playing with the children, but it also involves the 
emotional bond and continual interaction with their children. One reason which could 
explain why working-class fathers are less involved with their children is the type of 
childrearing sources that working-class families rely on. As will be explained in 
greater detail in the next chapter, working-class parents refer to the way their own 
parents raised them as their main source of childrearing practices. Working-class 
parents are less well-informed about the possibilities for a more egalitarian gender 
relationship as parents, since they do not read parenting books unlike their middle-
class counterparts. Apart from that, working-class fathers work longer hours due to 
the nature of their jobs. This affects their parenting involvement with the children 
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since by the time they return from work, the children might already be in bed. As they 
spend more time at work than at home, they are less informed about the new approach 
to fathering that is favoured by the middle class. Even though there is a national 
campaign known as Dads for Life to promote active involvement of fathers with their 
children, these working-class fathers may not be aware of such campaigns as their 
long working hours take up most of their time. In the next chapter I will examine the 
different childrearing practices that mothers from different socio-economic 




Chapter 5: Childrearing Practices across Class 
5.1 Differing Childrearing Practices 
 
Intensive mothering is observed to be a prevailing style of mothering being 
adopted by mothers from different socioeconomic backgrounds, but it is particularly 
evident amongst middle-class mothers. The mothers told me that they spent a 
considerable amount of time referring to parenting books in the process of raising and 
disciplining their children. From the interviews, it could be noted that there are 
differences between the practices of working-class and middle-class mothers. As 
these mothers have different financial resources, reference groups and cultural 
milieux, they have different baseline standards of what ‘good’ mothers should provide 
for their children and  differing images of how to achieve what is best for them. As 
illustrated by one of the middle-class mothers, 
Currently, I’m reading books on “How to raise boys” and “How to raise boys 
to be men of character” and another book is called “How mums can help sons 
to grow up confidently.” 
I read up a lot of parenting books like Glenn Gomen and everything which 
provides parenting tips that they have suggested such as flash cards. Research 
findings have proven that the first 6 years are the most important years before 
they go to school. Of course the books are just references but these are also 
tried and tested and the research spans over decades. So, there’s credibility in 
the scientific findings. 
 
              (Y, 29, manager with 1 child) 
 
All 25 mothers in the middle-class group informed me that they tend to use a 
number of sources of information on childrearing, of which the first source would be 
the different parenting books that are available, the second would be one’s own 
mother and the third is their group of friends. These sources of advice are being 
consulted constantly.  All the different forms of childrearing methods are constantly 
consulted as a form of reassurance that what they are doing, their practices and beliefs 
about childrearing must match with those of other people around them. Mothers are 
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seeking affirmation that the ideology of appropriate childrearing is a shared one. This 
is illustrated by another mother who has two children.  
And when I meet up with my friends, the things that we talked about are the 
kids. The kids’ stories, what they have been up to, what they can do so far and 
the challenges in raising the kids up. What we are learning from each other 
may not be correct but it is good to share and it makes you feel good. It kind 
of gives you assurance that your kid is normal. 
 
And because I am staying with my mum, there are some things she will 
correct me if I had made a mistake in raising the kids. She will give me 
advices on how to raise my kids. She made me see my methods in a different 
light. 
         (M, 33, teacher with 3 children) 
 
In contrast to the professional mothers, working women from the lower 
income families tend not to refer to parenting books. Usually their mothering 
techniques would be based on how the people around them take care of their children. 
In this case, they would rely heavily on how they were being raised as children and 
how their husbands were raised by their mothers. They try to repeat the way their 
mothers mothered them, but they also seek to avoid what they judge to be the 
mistakes that their mothers made. For example, these women will do their best to 
communicate with their children since young as they did not have a close relationship 
with their own mothers when they were growing up. However, when it comes to 
discipline, 5 working-class women will stick to caning while 8 of them will just a 
small slap on the hands if the children had misbehaved. This is illustrated by Ue:  
I raise my children based from my mother’s experience on how she had 
brought me up. And I would avoid the things that I do not like my mother to 
do when I was a little girl. But one thing that I still adhere to is the principle of 
using the cane when I discipline my children. For me, using physical methods 
of disciplining is easier than explaining to them especially when they are little 
children.                                                  
         (Ue, 38, salesperson with 4 
children) 
        
The above interview illustrates that an aspect of discipline is apparent for the 
working-class in which there is an emphasis on rules and obedience, and physical 
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methods would be used if the children misbehave. The emphasis on set rules and 
external discipline can be explained by the fact that providing choices and engaging in 
negotiations are luxuries of time and money that many working-class mothers feel 
they cannot afford (Hays 1996). From the in-depth interviews, it is found that the 
middle-class mothers complied with the ideology of intensive mothering to a greater 
extent in that they use methods that would internalize self-discipline in the child by 
negotiating, explaining, and reasoning with the child. These mothers are more likely 
to use time-out and explain to their children rationally what they had done wrong as a 
form of discipline as compared to the working-class mothers. This example of giving 
a time-out is illustrated below. 
My method of disciplining the children has been adopted from the 
documentary ‘Super Nanny’ and the book ‘The secrets of a happy child’. From 
the documentary, if a kid is naughty or misbehaves, you put them away and 
give them a time-out for 3 minutes, 5 minutes or 7 minutes. As for the book, it 
adds one more layer to it by putting the children to one side and asks them to 
think what that they have done wrong. So the kid has to think and apologizes 
for his or her behaviour. I think so far it has worked. My kids have been put 
for time-out only for serious cases that involves violence like where they beat 
each other. 
       (Hf, 32, manager with 4 children) 
    
Aside from that, the anxiety of having not done enough for the child is a 
common theme that emerged from all the mothers whom I interviewed, regardless of 
class position. The women experienced tension between their deep, intense love for 
their children and a sense of responsibility for all aspects of a child’s development, 
versus their lack of time to spend with their children due to the fact that they are 
working, and a fear that their children will become more attached to the substitute 
caregiver than to themselves. The women from the middle-class background 
positioned themselves as mothers first, with their identity as workers being additional 
to that.  This could be observed from one of my respondents, Q, who rejected a 
promotion at work in order to have more time for her children.  
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There were a couple of times when I was given the opportunity to be the 
subject head. But I turned it down as having a promotion means I will have 
more work and will spend less time with my children. When a woman 
becomes a mother, her priorities change and she doesn’t really care about 
promotions as long as she is able to provide for her children and being able to 
take care of her children at the same time. 
          (Q, 33, teacher with 3 children) 
 
The anxiety that the mothers feel is entrenched from the expectations that 
middle-class parents placed on themselves as parents and what their children are 
supposed to achieve based on their social status. Middle-class women are worried 
whether they are capable to juggle all their responsibilities as a supermom. This 
anxiety can be illustrated in the way the women make career-related decisions, 
determining the holistic development and education that the children should receive 
and the decision of whether to breastfeed the children. Anxiety occurs as these women 
try to maintain and reproduce their social standing and strive to give a better holistic 
development to their children even if it means they need to make sacrifices in their 
careers.  
Thus, it can be deduced that for these women, childrearing is seen as more 
intensely involving than having a career, for a career is seen as a form of self-
fulfilment and a means to fulfilment of material interests, while raising a child means 
to sacrifice a lot for one’s children in order for them to be well-developed, and 
ultimately they may feel that this goal matters more. This is illustrated in Q’s decision 
to turn down a promotion at work because family is of higher importance to her. This 
sentiment was shared by 20 out of 25 middle-class women who stated that they would 
be willing to turn down a job promotion as they do not want to have less time with 
their children. To them, a mother’s love and unconditional care are seen to be of great 
importance to ensure that the child will succeed in school and in life. Out of the 20 
women who said they might turn down a job promotion in order to have more -time 
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with their children, 10 of these women expressed their willingness to be stay-at-home 
mothers so that they would be able to focus on their children’s development. The pull 
of being stay-at-home mothers is evident for the middle-class women, whereas the 
working-class women simply do not have the choice but to work, rather than to stay at 
home with their children. 8 out of 15 of the working-class informants expressed their 
desire to stay at home on a long-term basis to care for their children while their 
husbands are working. However, this was not possible as their husband’s monthly 
income is around $800 to $1000. If they were to stay at home on a full-time basis, the 
families will not have enough money to ensure that their children will receive a proper 
education. As illustrated by a working-class mother: 
Ideally, I prefer staying at home to care for my children on a full-time basis. 
But if I were to do that, then my husband and I will not be able to have enough 
money to provide for the children when they are in school. When I stopped 
working for a year and a half to care for my newborn baby, we were still able 
to cope as the children were not in school at that time. My husband and I had 
to manage our finances really well as we had to just depend on my husband’s 
income. When times are really bad during this period, I would resort to 
making Malay Kuihs from home and sell it to my friends and neighbours. 
       (Mk, 25, cashier with 2 children) 
 
From Mk’s quote, it is evident that working-class mothers may be faced with 
difficulties if they have to stop working even for a short period of time during their 
confinement periods to care for their children. There will be times when these women 
may try to earn money in other ways in order to obtain extra allowances for their 
family.   
 
There is a social tension that exists between the two expectations of being a 
mother and being a full-time employee. Traditionally, this tension has been partially 
managed by attempts to maintain a clear ideological and practical separation between 
life at home and life in the outside world, with women responsible for one sphere and 
men responsible for the other. The ideology of intensive mothering is a very specific 
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and elaborate set of ideas that goes well beyond any simple response to children. In a 
society where a large number of middle-class mothers enter the paid labour force, the 
invasion of the family by ideas and practices of impersonal, competitive, self-
interested gain has created a space in which the cultural ideal of motherhood becomes 
a debatable ideology (Everingham 1994).  However, 6 of the middle-class women 
chose to change from full-time occupations to flexible working hours or working part-
time in order for them to have more time to inculcate the values that they want in their 
children. This is linked to the belief that if mothers continue to engage in full-time 
employment, they may not be able to do their best in raising their children. This is 
apparent in the excerpt below: 
I opted for part-time employment as a preschool teacher as it allows me to 
spend more time with my children when they return from school. It enables 
me to have more activities with them as compared to when I was working full-
time. I manage to conduct a speech and drama session with my children and 
two of their friends as a weekly activity. Apart from that, it enables me to 
create more games and activities which encompass the different Islamic values 
that I want them to grow up with.                               
   (Nz, 34, part-time kindergarten teacher with 3 children) 
 
Aside from that, this social tension causes many of the middle-class women to 
feel guilty whenever they leave their children in the care of others and they try their 
best to compensate for their absence, as described by one mother below: 
To lessen the guilt, I opted for breastfeeding even when I’m working. I 
pumped my milk so that he will drink while I’m not around. I still feel I’m 
doing my job as a mother while I’m not with him just by providing this 
nutrition. That helps to lessen my guilt.  
Out of the 24 hours, I only have 2 hours with him and that is very sad and a lot 
of things that I miss in between like what he did in between when I was at 
work. And all these I can only catch up with him during the weekends. 
          (HY, 31, manager with 1 child) 
 
20 out of 25 of the middle-class mothers placed great emphasis on breastfeeding as it is seen 
as a method to compensate for their absence. Apart from that, breastfeeding creates an 
emotional bond between the mother and the child even though the mother will be away from 
the child during working hours.  
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I will pump my milk at my workplace and will call the express courier service 
to send it back to my place. This is to ensure that my son receives fresh milk 
from me instead of me pumping at night and freezing it.   
  
      (S, 33, executive officer with 3 children) 
      
Another mother also went to great lengths to keep breastfeeding going even when she 
had to travel for work. 
  
When I am going away for my overseas assignment, I ensure that I stock and 
pump a lot of milk and keep it in the freezer. This is to ensure that my son gets 
my milk and feels close to me even though I am away for a week or two. It is 
definitely not easily but Alhamdulillah (All praises to God) I managed to do it. 
It is important to have a very supportive family and caregiver. 
             (SK, 29, executive officer with 2 children) 
 
Having a supportive husband and parents are crucial for middle-class women 
to continue with breastfeeding for a longer period of time. As mentioned by SK, her 
own mother encouraged her to continue with breastfeeding as her mother will remind 
her to pump her milk at work and to ensure that the milk is stored in a cool place. 
Apart from that, these women received emotional support from their husbands who 
will encourage them in the first few weeks of breastfeeding as it was painful and 
required a lot of effort on the women’s parts. For example, one informant, K, was 
devastated when her milk flow was very little during the first few days of 
breastfeeding. Her husband encouraged her to continue with breastfeeding by 
informing her that the milk will help to increase the child’s immunity level no matter 
how little the milk he received. Furthermore breastfeeding may require the mother to 
engage a lactation consultant for them to ensure that they are following the right 
method. As one middle-class mother stated, 
Breastfeeding is a science and art. It is a team effort between mother and child. 
When babies are first introduced to breastfeeding, they do not know how to 
latch on. I had to go to my lactation consultant twice. I spent 100 plus for 2 
sessions. Each session costs 55 dollars. 




This places working-class mothers at a disadvantage as they may not have 
enough financial resources to consult a lactation expert. Due to this, 12 out of 15 of 
the working-class mothers I interviewed said they had given up on breastfeeding after 
6 weeks as it caused pain. This could be because they could not master the proper 
technique in breastfeeding their children and lacked the right support to help them get 
established in breastfeeding. Apart from that, these women do not receive support 
from their husbands and mothers as both their husbands and mothers are busy 
working in order to sustain a reasonable income for the family. Furthermore, due to 
the nature of their jobs, the working-class mothers are not given a private room for 
them to pump their milk for breastfeeding as compared to the middle-class women. 
With the lack of social support from their parents, husbands and the workplace, these 
women will easily give up on breastfeeding as they find it tiring and painful. 
I breastfed my daughter for 2 months during maternity leave. I stopped 
because it was tiring, exhausting and the first experience was really bad 
because no one was helping you. I have to do everything on my own after 
giving birth to my daughter. At that time, I was staying with my stepmother 
and father. My stepmother helped me for a few weeks, 1 or 2 weeks then she 
went back to Johor. So it was basically me and my husband who have to 
handle everything for the rest of the time.                                                     
       (Ns, 26, receptionist with 2 children) 
 
 Breastfeeding is also encouraged in Islam. A verse in the Holy Quran stated 
that mothers shall breastfeed their children for two whole years for parents who desire 
to complete the term of suckling (Holy Quran 2:233). This verse means that mothers 
are encouraged to breastfeed their children for a period of up to 2 years (or less). Ten 
middle-class women whom I interviewed found reassurance from the Holy Quran and 
other parenting books to reinforce their decisions in breastfeeding their children.  
5.2 Different Emphasis on Education 
Educational success plays a crucial role in the social reproduction of the 
middle-class as a whole and offers individuals entry to the right universities and 
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particular points of entry into the labour market (Vincent and Ball 2006). It is tied to 
class-related hopes and expectations. One thing that is prevalent from my interviews 
is that both mothers and fathers play an important role in the generation of cultural 
capital. Cultural capital is the habits and dispositions which are developed through 
lasting experiences and interactions under particular social conditions (Bourdieu 
1996). It is a control over cultural resources and competence in a society’s high-status 
culture, its behaviours, habits and attitudes. According to Bourdieu (1996), family is 
an important site of social and cultural reproduction. It is both a habitus-generating 
institution and a key site for the accumulation of cultural capital, and this process is 
partly dependent on the parents, but especially the mother having the time available 
for her children. In transmitting cultural capital, it has conventionally been the 
woman’s role to inculcate these values into her children. From the interviews, it could 
be noted that there are differences between the practices of working-class mothers and 
professional mothers in raising their children. Due to the different financial resources 
and cultural milieux that these mothers have, they have different views on how their 
children should be educated. There is a great emphasis on the importance of education 
amongst the middle-class mothers as compared to the working-class mothers. 
Working-class families could not afford extra tuition classes and other classes which 
would contribute to a child’s holistic development. The limited financial resources 
that working-class mothers have, restricts the type of education and personal 
upbringing that their children received. This is illustrated by one of the working-class 
mothers. 
For me, I have other things to do other than to worry about trivial things like 
this. I have to focus on how to make ends meet at the end of the month. Things 
like revision, is something that I expect my children to know. These are the 
basic thing where they have to know when it is time for them to do their 
homework, that kind of thing although at times they would slack. For me, I 
will just keep telling and remind them, “Have you done your homework? 
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Have you finished?” Frankly, to buy assessment books, I have budgets, that 
kind of thing you see. 
         (N, 42, holding 2 jobs with 4 children) 
 
The situation is rather different for the middle-class families. All 25 of the 
middle-class mothers seek to develop their children holistically. Education is viewed 
as an investment against ‘the fear of failing’ (Ehrenreich 1989) for the middle-class 
families, and it is an all-encompassing engagement with the child. They want their 
children to grow up with a strong sense of self-worth and there is a particular 
emphasis on the child’s psychological, emotional and spiritual development in 
addition to the emphasis on education. The middle-class mothers show an interest in 
preparing for and financing their children’s schooling. The importance of education to 
the middle classes is commonly noted. The preoccupation with education starts from 
an early age, when the child enters preschool education, as illustrated by one of my 
informants: 
I actually go through a lot of phases when raising the children. When they 
were younger, it was easy as I just need to feed them, play with them, it’s 
basically to establish the bond. But as they grow older, they demand more 
from us. And we also find we have to educate them even in the tiny little 
means that we can as much as possible which includes language wise.  When 
they reach 2 or 3 years old, we start to think about them going to primary 
school soon. So we have to start preparing them for all this. So as a parent you 
already start thinking about it 3 or 4 years in advance. And I notice when the 
kids are less than 2 years old they were very happy and no worries about 
homework and what their teacher taught them. But once they started 
preschool, there are expectations to be met.              
     (F,32, teacher with 3 children) 
 
The emphasis on education is intertwined with the long-term value of human 
capital that these children will contribute to the workforce when they become adults. 
All the mothers (both working- and middle-class mothers) whom I had interviewed 
take the view that the quality of education that the children receive from  a young age 
will influence the children’s success in the future especially when it involves 
employment opportunities. In order to achieve a good quality education, middle-class 
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parents introduced the process of time discipline to the children with the introduction 
of time rhythms such as meal time, bedtime routines, extra-curricular activities and 
revision time set aside for school work every day. The education system as a whole 
covers many hours in children’s everyday life, formally and informally, sometimes 
more than the working day of wage-earning workers. A scheduled weekday for a 
child includes hours in school, time spent on schoolwork at home, hours for extra-
curricular activities and time spent on religious classes. As one middle-class mother 
mentioned: 
When they are 4 years old, I send them to Al-Iman kindergarten which teaches 
them Islamic foundation such as the Islamic history apart from English and 
Maths. But other than that kindergarten, I also sent them to another school 4 
times a week from Monday to Thursday for one and a half hours, which 
teaches them how to read the Quran, read Arabic and read the phonics for 
English. To me, it is very important to impart the Islamic teachings in them 
since they are young. So they have all these classes other than the art classes 
and swimming classes. 
           (I, 35, teacher with 4 children) 
 
Another middle-class mother stated: 
 
I send my kids to watch theatre. They watched children’s plays. We started 
with Sesame Street and Barney shows and I realized that these things are good 
for the children’s development. Now I send my children to art classes and 
swimming classes ever since their kindergarten years. 
        (Ns, 34, teacher with 4 children) 
From the above quotes, it can be observed that the curricularization of 
children’s lives is extended outside the walls of the classroom into the whole of their 
existence. Parental timetable choices are dominated by the socialization imperatives 
for children which have to be fitted in to the time constraints of the household 
economy. This includes the children’s involvements in extra-curricular activities such 
as being involved in sports or music in order to develop their skills in the non-
academic areas. This causes the time that children and parents spend together to be 
getting shorter as parents are busy with their formal employment while their children 
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are being preoccupied with studies and extra-curricular activities. From as young as 4 
years old, children are engaged in scholastic labour which is realized through the 
presence of a disciplined child in the classroom, and the time and effort being put in 
for their studies and extra-curricular activities. 
In accordance with the Ministry of Education’s directives, preschool education 
in Singapore is a 3-year programme consisting of Nursery, Kindergarten 1 and 
Kindergarten 2. Kindergartens function daily, five days a week with the schooling 
hours ranging from 3 hours to 4 hours each day. The outcome of preschool education 
is to develop the child’s communication skills and physical co-ordination, and teach 
them to be comfortable with themselves and love their family, friends and teachers 
(Ministry of Education 2011). However, the working mothers I interviewed go to 
great lengths in ensuring that their children are fully equipped with the right skills 
such as reading, spelling, comprehending passages and being well-versed in doing 
complicated mathematical problems.  This intensive programme that children have to 
go through before they enter primary schools is linked to the way primary education 
in Singapore is structured. The current primary school education places a strong 
emphasis on examinations in Primary 1 and 2 which will affect the pupils’ confidence 
and desire to learn. There is a large emphasis on the child’s academic performance at 
the beginning of primary education which places pressure on both the parents and 
children to ensure a good performance in academic studies. Due to this, Primary 1 
children are trained to be examination-smart instead of receiving a holistic education 
which would emphasize more on the children’s development and skills acquisition in 
both academic and non-academic areas. This was illustrated by a middle-class mother: 
When my eldest son was in Primary 1, I remembered I was very stressed. He 
had weekly spelling list to learn and continual and semestral assessments 
which will determine which class he will enter next year. As a parent, I was 
very anxious as it determines the rest of my son’s primary school future. If he 
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enters an average class, he will not be getting a lot of homework as compared 
to a child who enters the best class. This will affect his preparation for his 
PSLE which he will take in Primary 6.Thus, it is important for parents to 
prepare for their children’s primary school education when they are in 
preschool. 
  (G, 36, research officer with 3 children) 
From the above quote, G worries for her son’s educational success in Primary 
1 which according to her, will determine the rest of the child’s future in primary 
school education. Primary Education in Singapore consists of a 4-year foundation 
stage from Primary 1 to 4 and a 2-year orientation stage from Primary 5 to 6. The 
overall aim of primary education is to give students a good grasp of English language, 
Mother Tongue and Mathematics (Ministry of Education 2011). At the end of the 6 
years of primary school education, children will have to undergo a national 
examination known as Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE). This national 
examination will test the students’ understanding in the four main subjects which are 
English language, Mother Tongue, Mathematics and Science. The students’ 
performance in this PSLE will determine which secondary schools they will enter. 
Most parents are anxious about this national examination which causes parents to start 
worrying about PSLE when the children are in Primary 1.  
Parents try their best to ensure that their children enter prominent secondary 
schools by sending their children to extra tuition classes at a very young age of 7 or 8 
years old.  As working-class families will have to give priority to more pressing 
financial issues, these families will only send their children to extra tuition classes 
when the children are sitting for major examinations in the current academic year. 
Working-class mothers who have children in Primary 6 or secondary schools told me 
that they sent their children to extra tuition classes that are organized by Mendaki as 
the fees are highly subsidized. They will only send their children for extra tuition 
classes when their children have to sit for major examinations such as the PSLE, GCE 
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‘N’ Levels and GCE ‘O’ Levels. They will not send their children for extra tuition 
when the children are in Secondary 1 to 3, since to so for 3 consecutive years would 
mean having to set aside extra monthly allowances for their children’s extra classes. 
This explains why most of the working-class families encouraged their children to 
study independently and are highly dependent on the school teachers as they do not 
have the knowledge to supervise their children’s education. 
 
One stark contrast between the middle-class families and the working-class 
families is that mothers from the middle class will send their children to private 
Islamic-based kindergartens which emphasize both Islamic teachings and the standard 
subjects such as Maths and English. The costs of enrolling preschool children in 
private kindergartens in Singapore are not subsidized by the state. The quality of 
teaching is deemed to be better than at a state-based PCF kindergarten. As illustrated 
by F: 
As for their preschool education, I sent them to Al-Iman kindergarten. I want 
them to get both religious and secular education at the same place. I wanted a 
preschool that has both instead of sending them to a religious school 
separately. I do not want that as it means I will have to send them to a 
madrasah during the weekends. Besides, I heard good reviews about the 
school and I love the environment as it is in a bungalow at Woodgrove. As a 
working mother, I have to consider all these options in choosing a good 
preschool for my children.  
      (F, 36, teacher with 3 children)
  
 Private Islamic-based kindergartens such as Elias, Zulfa and Iman 
Kindergartens cost around 150 to 250 dollars per month. This monthly fee does not 
include the miscellaneous fees that parents may need to pay. A check with the 
kindergartens confirmed that parents are required to pay a one-time registration fee 
that ranges from $250 to $750 depending on the centres that they send their children 
to. This one-time payment can be deducted from the Child Development Account or 
the parents have to pay cash. However, working-class parents may need to top-up the 
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Child Development Account if there is an insufficient amount in the account. 
Children from low-income Malay families could apply for a subsidy from the 
Mendaki Education Trust Fund (ETF). However, the subsidy is less compared to the 
government subsidies offered in the state-based kindergartens. A private kindergarten 
does not offer government subsidies as compared to a state-based kindergarten which 
is known as PCF kindergarten. The monthly fees for PCF kindergartens cost around 
$110 to $180 before the deduction of the subsidies. Families with a monthly 
household income of below $3,500 will received a subsidy to help cover the monthly 
fees. The table below illustrates the amount of subsidy given to families of different 
income levels. After the deduction of the subsidies, the monthly fee for a child from a 
household with an income of less than $1500 will cost around $40. 
Monthly Household Income Enhanced Maximum KiFAS Subsidy Per Month Per Child 
Less than or equal to S$1,500 Kindergarten Up to S$108 
Nursery Up to S$98 
S$1,501 - S$2,000 Kindergarten Up to S$105 
Nursery Up to S$95 
S$2,001 - S$2,200 Kindergarten Up to S$99 
Nursery Up to S$90 
S$2,201 - S$2,400 Kindergarten Up to S$88 
Nursery Up to S$80 
S$2,401 - S$2,600 Kindergarten Up to S$77 
Nursery Up to S$70 
S$2,601 - S$2,800 Kindergarten Up to S$66 
Nursery Up to S$60 
S$2,801 - S$3,000 Kindergarten Up to S$55 
Nursery Up to S$50 
S$3,001 - S$3,200 Kindergarten Up to S$44 
Nursery Up to S$40 
S$3,201 - S$3,400 Kindergarten Up to S$33 
Nursery Up to S$30 
S$3,401 - S$3,500 Kindergarten Up to S$22 
Nursery Up to S$20 
Table 5.1: Kindergarten Financial Assistance Scheme (Source: Ministry of 
Community Development, Youth and Sports 2011) 
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As for the working-class mothers, they send their children to the PCF 
kindergarten or a subsidized childcare centre which is made affordable to them. These 
mothers send their children to the most affordable kindergarten because they are 
financially restricted. More than half of the working-class mothers send their children 
to childcare centres as these centres are subsidized by the state. To these mothers, 
sending their children to a childcare centre is equivalent to a middle-class mother who 
sends her children to a private kindergarten, since the childcare centres have 
programmes such as computer lessons, swimming lessons and music lessons apart 
from the essential English, Mathematics and Mother Tongue language.  In these 
childcare centres, all the children in the centre are taught Mandarin as their Mother 
Tongue language. The working-class mothers took the view that by learning 
Mandarin from a young age, their children will have an advantage in finding work in 
the future and they deem it as a form of social mobility for them and their children. 
Six of the working-class mothers took the view that by learning Mandarin from a 
young age, their children will have an advantage in finding work in the future and 
they deem it as a form of social mobility for them and their children. This can be 
illustrated in a quote below by one of the working-class mothers: 
Childcare centre has a lot of enrichment programme. It has computer, 
swimming lessons, Chinese lessons, all in one package. I feel that learning 
Chinese language is good for the children as wherever we want to find a job 
now, we need to be Mandarin-speaking. So, in a way it is good for my 
children to learn Chinese although sometimes I’m worried whether she 
understands the Chinese lessons. I hope they will be able to have a better 
education than what I had received.   
       (Mk, 25, cashier with 2 children) 
 
From Mk’s quote, it shows that even though working-class mothers are not 
doing all the supervision that middle-class mothers do, they may still feel that their 
children are getting a better education than they had themselves. The highest 
educational qualification of these working-class mothers is a GCE ‘N’ Level, which 
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restricts the type of employment they can work in. 6 out of 15 of the working-class 
mothers I interviewed dropped out of secondary school education when they were 14 
or 15 years old. Due to their poor educational qualifications, all the mothers I talked 
to hoped that their children will stay in the education system as long as possible in the 
hopes that their children will have a better career path than they did. Based on this 
expectation, these women will avoid the mistakes that their mothers made when they 
were growing up. One of the mistakes that they feel their mothers made was to spend 
so much time working and earning money that they did not keep an eye on the type of 
friends their children were mixing around with. Due to this, these women vowed to 
themselves to avoid all the mistakes that their mothers made which led them to where 
they are now. One issue that Mk highlighted is letting her children learn Mandarin 
even though neither she nor her husband understands the language. She fears that her 
daughter may not be able to fully understand the language as they are only depending 
on the school teachers to teach them, and cannot offer reinforcement at home. 
However, Mk still believes that learning Mandarin will be beneficial to her children in 
the future even though she may not be able to afford to send her children to extra 
Mandarin tuition classes as Chinese parents are doing. This belief that they are giving 
a better education to their children as compared to what they received as children is a 
critical finding. By making their children learn Mandarin as a Second Language, these 
working-class mothers are at a disadvantage, given that even many Chinese children 
who are getting extra Mandarin classes at home are not able to cope with their own 
Second Language. The current primary school Chinese syllabus emphasizes speaking, 
reading, writing and recognizing the Chinese characters (Ministry of Education 2011). 
For a child to grasp a new language, the child needs to be in an environment that 
encourages the use of the language. In the case of a Malay child who is learning 
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Mandarin as a Second Language, it will be difficult for the child to attain fluency 
since they are surrounded by adults who do not speak the language.  
One difference between working- and middle-class mothers is the extent of 
their involvements in the children’s education. Middle-class mothers will allocate 
time for their children once they return from work. These mothers will spend time to 
go through their children’s school work after having dinner together. This is 
mentioned by 15 out of 25 middle-class mothers whom I interviewed. The remaining 
mothers have children below preschool going age. 
We learn spelling on weeknights. They have English spelling on Wednesdays 
and Malay spelling on Fridays. So usually Mondays, Tuesdays and Thursdays 
will be learning spelling. Usually week nights will be coaching them with 
spelling and Malay spelling and then after that at 9.30pm they will go to sleep. 
 
The children go to a kindergarten that is run by a Muslim organization and 
whatever they learnt will be tested by their teachers. Very seldom they get to 
play every night. It’s usually school work for them.  
        (U, 36, executive with 3 children)  
 
This is rather different for working-class mothers. The children will be spending 
every night watching television after they have returned from school. There is very 
minimal parental involvement in their children’s education. As one working-class 
mother stated: 
My children will eat and watch the television when they are at home. The 
younger brother will sleep at 11pm while the elder brother will sleep at 1am as 
they will watch television. I rarely read books to them. I will only read books 
when they request for it. Usually I will let them listen to music and songs. My 
children are able to memorize the songs and sing them before they sleep. They 
usually listen to current music. 
          (Nm, 24, clerk with 2 children) 
 
All the working-class mothers whom I talked to gave their children a choice as to the 
type of extra lessons they wanted to enrol in. For example, the mothers will ask their 
children what are the classes they will be interested to enrol in. One mother, Jm, 
mentioned that there are some classes that she would like her children to partake in 
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such as swimming lessons at the community centre. However, after informing their 
children of the class, they decide not to send them as they were reluctant to join. This 
is rather different from the middle-class mothers, who allowed no two-way 
communication with the children in seeking the children’s opinions on the type of 
classes they want to participate in. The middle-class mothers believe that all the 
different types of extra classes in which they enrol their children  are good for them, 
without finding out whether the children are interested or not. 
 
From the analysis, it can be concluded that mothers play a pivotal role in the 
generation of cultural capital and maintaining class reproduction. The middle-class 
women I interviewed are more involved in their children’s educational work and have 
access to material resources to support such work. Without these other essential 
ingredients of cultural capital, working-class mothers are not able to be very involved 
in their children’s education and in any case they feel that the schools are doing 
enough in educating their children. As mentioned in the above interview excerpt, it 
can be deduced that listening to music before sleep for a working-class child is 
equivalent to reading bedtime stories to a middle-class child. In other words, the 
cultural capital that working- and middle-class parents inculcate in their children is 
different and this can be observed in the way they raise their children even though the 
children may receive a similar preschool education. 
In the next chapter I will examine how class differences are apparent in the 
mother’s reinforcement of Malay identity in their children. I will also analyse the 
preoccupation with intensive mothering amongst the middle-class mothers which is 





Chapter 6: Class, Culture and Religion in Childrearing Patterns 
 
In this chapter I will examine how mothers from different income levels 
inculcate different aspects of Malay identity in their children. Class differences are 
apparent in the patterns of inculcating religious education and cultural practices. 
Among my respondents, I found that working-class women reinforce their Malay 
identity by inculcating cultural values in their children, but they are not so self-
consciously striving, as the middle-class mothers are, to introduce specifically Islamic 
values and education to their children from an early age. The preoccupation with 
intensive mothering amongst the middle-class mothers I met is reflected in the 
decisions they make in their careers, and friends also play a role in reinforcing the 
decisions they make in childrearing. Friends play an important role in reinforcing the 
ideology of intensive mothering for all 25 of the middle-class mothers I interviewed. 
These women tend to have a close-knit circle of friends in whom they will confide 
and with whom they share information in raising their children. Within these circles, 
they will share information on how to raise their children based on Islamic teachings. 
6.1 Class, Religion and Malay Identity 
Malay identity has traditionally rested upon the usage of the Malay Language, 
adhering to Islam as religion and/or following Malay customs and traditions. From the 
interviews, it is apparent that middle- and working-class women inculcate different 
aspects of Malay identity in their children. Middle-class parents tend to associate their 
Malayness more strongly with their religion. This is rather different from the 
working-class parents, for whom Malayness means holding strongly to Malay 
traditions and customs. 
All of the middle-class women whom I interviewed are conscious of their 
identities as Muslim women and mothers.  The effort put in by these women to 
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inculcate Islamic values in their children at a young age could suggest that there is an 
Islamic revival amongst the well-educated young Muslims. Islamic revival 
emphasizes on the Holy Quran and Hadith (Traditions of the Prophet) as the only 
source of teaching and practice in Islam (McAmis 2002).  It seeks to make a person a 
better Muslim through a return to Islamic teaching and practice based on the Holy 
Quran.  On an individual level, resurgence means modelling one’s daily life after the 
Prophet Muhammad, praying five times a day and memorising the Holy Quran 
(McAmis 2002).  
The high religiosity amongst my better-educated informants reflects the spread 
of Islamic revival in Malaysia and Indonesia, which in turn has affected the Muslims 
in Singapore. Between 1970 and 1990, there was an increasing religiosity amongst the 
Muslims in both Indonesia and Malaysia (Kamaludeen et. al. 2010). The modernising 
projects of these states have brought relatively high levels of education, which in turn 
has led to a re-education in Islamic matters away from an older ‘folk’ Islam and 
toward a crystallisation of Islamic orthodoxy (Mohamad 1981:1040). The Islamic 
revival in these two countries was itself an outcome of globalization (Rinakit and 
Soesastro 1998: 194). In Malaysia, this form of Islam flourished among those who led 
secure lives such as the middle-class, because they felt secularization was pulling 
them away from their religion. Malay professionals, who included doctors, engineers 
and many graduate teachers and civil servants, were among those who turned to Islam 
and decried the secularization of Malay society (Kamaludeen et. al. 2010). 
Modernization and higher levels of education are also relevant in Singapore’s 
context in explaining the increase in religiosity amongst well-educated young 
Muslims. According to Hussin (2005), since the late 1980s, Singapore Muslims have 
become more ‘religious’ and look towards Islam as their worldview. Global 
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Islamization trends together with greater exposure of Muslim professionals and 
university students to Islam which is attributable to their active membership in 
student-based Muslim organizations, have led to the reaffirmation of an Islamic 
reformist thought amongst the Muslims in Singapore. 18 out of 25 middle-class 
women were active in student-based Muslim organizations when they were in their 
undergraduate years.  These women continued to join other Muslim organizations or 
religious classes after graduating from universities, which they feel has enabled them 
to deepen their understanding of Islam. All 25 women I interviewed agreed that both 
parents, especially the mother, need to have a proper and deeper understanding of 
Islam in order for them to raise and educate their children in an Islamic environment. 
It is important to note that 21 out of 25 of my middle-class informants grew up in a 
family environment that did not consciously emphasize on instilling Islamic values 
before they were 7. These women only learnt about Islam through the religious 
classes which they had to take when they were in primary school. The women 
informed me that they began to be interested in Islam when they start joining student-
based Muslim organizations when they were at university. Religion is considered as a 
source of meaning as it provides clear and certain guidance on behaviour and actions. 
One of my informants mentioned: 
Initially, my parents were against my decision to quit my full-time job and opt 
to be a part-time preschool teacher. My father questioned my decision and told 
me that it is not necessary for me to quit my full-time job to fulfil my 
responsibility as a mother. But for me, my aim is to inculcate Islamic values in 
my children from a very young age, and I feel that as long as I work full-time, 
I will not have the time to inculcate all these Islamic values in my children. I 
feel that in order for me to be a good Muslim mother I have to sacrifice my 
career. It is only after a few years in part-time employment that my dad finally 
noticed my sacrifice when he sees the way my children talked about Islam and 
the Prophet. There was one time my dad called me and told me that I have 
raised my children well that they are very conscious about their religion that it 
made him feel that he needs to be closer to God. 




In the above quote, my informant Nz mentioned how initially her parents did 
not understand the need for her to switch from full-time to part-time employment in 
order for her to be a good Muslim mother. The objection from her parents is due to 
their different expectations about the degree of Islamic education to be inculcated in 
her children. Nz wants her children to be conscious of their identities as Muslims who 
are aware of the existence of the Prophet, God, the Holy Quran and the Angels. Her 
parents, on the other hand, believe that it is sufficient for the children to observe the 
adults praying five times a day. 
 The differences in the idea of religious upbringing between the informants and 
their parents can be explained by the upward class mobility that the children 
experienced. The children were born and raised in a working-class environment. It is 
through education and high-prestige occupations that the children managed to be part 
of the middle-class, and it is also at university that they had the opportunity to join 
associations that raised their religious awareness. As there is a shift of social class, 
there emerges a differing set of family values and childrearing practices that these 
women adhere to as compared to their parents. This is reflected in the way my 
middle-class informants emphasized the need for a holistic religious upbringing. 
Furthermore, the increased awareness of Islam amongst my middle-class 
informants is also aided by the growing use of the Internet, from which information 
on Islam can be obtained online through video lectures or websites. Most of the online 
video lectures which are in English are usually from Muslim immigrants and converts 
who are living in the United States and Europe. These video lectures emphasize the 
importance of holding tightly to the Islamic teachings, especially in a society where 
most people are busy in their careers and they need some spiritual support to fall back 
on. The Internet provides young Muslims easy access to global Muslim communities 
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across the world. All the factors mentioned above increased the women’s awareness 
of their identities as Muslim mothers, which has an impact on the decisions they make 
in their careers. 
 In inculcating Islamic values in their children, 5 middle-class mothers opted 
for jobs with flexible working hours, since they feel that they may not be able to do a 
good job as a mother if they were to continue working full-time. This decision is also 
influenced by the friends by whom they are surrounded, whom they consider as 
successful Muslim mothers. As described by H: 
All of my role models whom I regard as successful mothers are women who 
opted to work part-time or become stay-at-home-mums to educate their 
children. I feel they are successful as these women managed to inculcate 
Islamic values in their children before they enter primary school. Apart from 
that, their children are well-behaved and think highly of the Prophet and the 
religion. This is the reason why I opted for flexi-working employment in 
which I can work from home and only report to office once a week. I believe 
by doing this, I could educate my children more on Islam while they are still 
young. If I were to continue coming to the office 5 times a day, I do not think 
that I could have time to inculcate the values I want my children to have, as I 
will be very tired by the time I return from work.  
     (H, 30, research officer with 2 children) 
 
Each of my middle-class informants has a close-knit group of friends with 
whom she meets often to discuss advice on childrearing practices. 10 of my 
informants will meet up with their own circle of friends on a fortnightly basis to 
discuss parenting from the Islamic perspective. As the women practised a similar 
pattern, it is important to note that these women have their own individual groups and 
friends and none of my informants know each other. For each session they will refer 
to an Islamic parenting book that is usually written by a religious scholar from 
Malaysia, the Middle East or Europe. By referring to books that are written mostly by 
male scholars from other countries, some of the advice that is written in the books 
may not be applicable in the Singapore context as the societal and economic 
landscapes are different. A few of the authors tend to emphasize the women’s 
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responsibility in ensuring a holistically well-developed child. This can be challenging 
especially for these working women as the authors did not consider that the mothers 
may be working and have other responsibilities.  
My interviews reveal that all 25 of my middle-class informants consciously 
put in effort to encourage their children to love God and the Prophet and to appreciate 
their identity as Muslims. This could be illustrated by one of my informants, D: 
I believe in the first 6 years, there should be the Islamic input. I think all early 
childhood educators believe in that and it is important to inculcate the Islamic 
values in the first 7 years.  I believe that in order to raise children, parents need 
to teach the children 3 important values. The three important values are to love 
God, the Prophet and the Holy Quran. So, I’m doing my best to inculcate these 
3 values in the first 7 years of my children’s lives. For example, every month I 
will teach my children different Islamic values. For this month, we are 
teaching them the value of patience.  I will do that by reading stories that 
promotes patience and acknowledge what the children did. For example if the 
elder brother shares his toys with the sister, I will tell him that, ‘This is very 
good, the angel will write down points for you.’ 
          (D, 31, preschool teacher with 3 children) 
 
My informant D inculcated Islamic values in her children such as being 
patient, helping others and sharing their toys, by telling them about the angels who 
will reward them with points if they carry out good deeds for the people around them. 
She will try to relate every single act that they do in life to Islam in order for the 
children to love the religion. All 25 middle-class women I talked to, consciously made 
an effort to introduce Islam to the child since he/she is born. The parents will teach 
values such as patience, perseverance, being competitive in life and respecting their 
elders. Even though these values might well be considered universal values, the 
parents feel that relating these aspects back to Islam makes the values rather exclusive 
and unique.  
These women believed that their children are their first priority and it is their 
duty as a parent to give the best spiritual and secular education to their children. The 
women’s desire to be good Muslim mothers to their children prompted them to make 
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changes to their careers. In being committed to Islam, these women are determined to 
raise their children to be good Muslims, and they judge their growth as successful 
when the children are able to embody Islamic values in life. Although middle-class 
women emphasized the importance for their children of doing well in school, 
ultimately the women hoped that their children will be holistically developed and 
understand the meaning of life beyond academic success. As mentioned by R: 
I hope to ensure that education remains holistic and comprehensive and not 
just academic – such as: to make sure that they have a chance to experience 
working in teams to develop social skills and teamwork, pick up a third 
language to remain relevant, and for spiritual and religious awareness so that 
they understand better the meaning of life and how to put things in context of 
this life and afterlife.  
(R, 36, social worker with 3 children) 
 
 Working-class women, on the other hand, did not go to such great lengths to 
inculcate religious values in their children when the child is very young. All 15 of the 
working-class women mentioned that they will only start teaching their children the 
importance of religion when the children reach 7 years old.  From the quote by S, 
these women identify themselves as being culturally Malay first, such that being a 
Muslim is a secondary identity for them.  The women will begin sending their 
children to religious classes only when the children are in primary school education. 
Due to their tight financial constraints, they could not in any case afford to pay the 
fees for the religious classes for preschool children. This is because the religious 
classes offered to preschool children are conducted by private companies and there is 
no government subsidy, which makes it difficult for the parents to afford, even though 
the monthly fee of $39 may seem cheap for people who are not in financial 
difficulties. In the meantime, while the children are in their preschool years, 4 out of 
15 of my working-class parents asked their older relatives to teach the children how to 
pray when they are 6 years old. These mothers believe that if they were to teach 
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religious values at a younger age, the children will not be able to understand the 
rituals that they are doing.  
It will come to a time when we need to teach the children about Islam as we 
are Malays. As Malays we need to at least teach them the things the children 
need to know as Muslims. So, I plan to send them to a religious class when 
they are 7 years old. As for now, it is important to just let them enjoy their 
childhood. 
     (C, 26, hawker helper with 2 children) 
 
  According to C, it is important to let her children enjoy their childhood by 
letting them do what they enjoy rather than enrolling the children into a lot of 
enrichment classes and extracurricular activities before they enter Primary 1. Even 
though this form of approach may be viewed as too relaxed by some parents, one has 
to remember that early childhood is a period for children to bond with their parents 
and when they can benefit from being given the freedom to explore their own abilities 
and discover their own likes and dislikes. 
Unlike their middle-class counterparts, my working-class informants do not 
have close friends who will advise them on childrearing practices. This is because 
most of their friends are still single, and even if they have married friends, my 
informants feel that family is a personal issue and they do not feel comfortable in 
discussing childrearing problems with their peers. My working-class informants 
placed a high value on self-reliance especially when the family is facing financial 
difficulties. This is illustrated by T: 
Even though we have financial problems, we don’t feel good to ask help from 
our family and friends as I feel they have their own problems to settle too. I 
feel it’s better to keep our problems to ourselves as I will be embarrassed if 
people around me know that I am having problems.   
(T, 26, waitress with 2 children) 
 
As mentioned by T, there is a strong reluctance to seek help from their 
relatives or friends when they faced a problem as they feel that these problems will 
change the way their relatives and friends view them. Apart from that, these working-
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class families will not come forward on their own to seek help from a family service 
centre or ask for financial assistance if the family is facing financial or personal 
difficulties. It is only if they are identified by the authorities to be in tight financial 
constraints due to their inability to pay the monthly bills that these families will be 
referred to a family service centre.  
 
All 15 of my working-class informants stressed that the identity of being 
Malay is interwoven with the identity of being Muslims. Amongst the working-class 
women, Islam forms the basis for the social/ceremonial component in the Malay 
community. The women’s situation of being under tight financial constraints leads 
them to equate success for their children with being able to find a good job in the 
future. Having found themselves stuck in low-prestige occupations due to their low 
educational qualifications, all 15 women rated their children’s academic success as 
being of higher importance, for they hope that their children will have better-paying 
jobs than they have. Amongst the working-class informants, their own experiences 
confirm the state’s emphasis on the need to have appropriate credentials to be an 
efficient worker and earn a better living. As mentioned by X: 
I do not want my children to end up like me when they are older. I hope they 
are able to study as much as they can and get a proper job. When I was 
younger, I did not appreciate the value of education and now I had to learn it 
the hard way as the education that I have can only get me to apply for certain 
jobs.  
    (X, 26, cleaner with 2 children) 
 
These women, like their middle-class counterparts, also emphasize the importance of 
educational qualifications and job prestige for their children.  
From the interviews, the women mentioned that they see themselves as neither 
rejecting nor truly keeping to the religion passed on to them by their parents but they 
feel tied nonetheless to Islam through the observance of holidays and traditions.  
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Being in a community where they are surrounded by a large number of Muslims, 3 of 
my informants admitted that it pressured them to observe fasting during Ramadhan 
(the fasting month). They treat religious tradition as a cultural norm as they have little 
religious knowledge apart from knowing the common ritualistic aspects such as 
praying and fasting which Lt mentioned that she follows because it is a communal 
norm. 
Whatever it is, we are Malays and that make us Muslims. I just teach my 
children the basic rituals like reminding them to observe fasting during the 
fasting month. It is important to teach them that as other Malay people will 
question our religion if the children did not fast.  
     (Lt, 25, receptionist with 2 children) 
 
All of my working-class informants are conscious of their Malay identity as 
something very much interwoven into their lives. To these women, being Malay 
means to be able to speak Malay; as Malays they are automatically classified as 
Muslims even though they might not be such diligently practising Muslims as their 
middle-class counterparts. Their Malay identity is deeply rooted in adhering to Malay 
traditions and customs. The women encouraged their children to learn more about 
their customs by enrolling them in cultural classes such as traditional dance, and ‘dikir 
barat’ from a young age. Apart from that, these women encourage their older sons to 
learn playing the guitar which is highly associated with being Malay. From C’s quote, 
playing the guitar is seen as a way to ensure that their children do not mix with the 
wrong group of friends. C and the rest of the mothers hope that by being musically-
inclined, it may help the child to enter the entertainment industry in the future if the 
child is not able to do well in school, and help to bring the family out of the poverty 
cycle. 
I encourage my son to play the guitar with his friends. To me, it helps to 
control his activities as I will know that he will be playing guitar at the void 
deck with his friends instead of mixing with the wrong company. Playing the 
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guitar helps to feel more ‘Malay’. I hope by playing the guitar, he could enter 
a reality television singing competition. 
                 (C, 36, hawker helper with 2 children) 
 
Some aspects of the notion of Malayness can be traced back to the 1940s, 
when ethnic sentiments emerged when the then-Malaya was confronted by the 
question of division of power between the Chinese and the Malays in the post-
colonial era (Roff 1967). The events of the 1940s-60s, culminating in Singapore’s 
separation from Malaysia in 1965, greatly heightened ethnic sentiment among the 
Malays in Singapore, since they now form a minority in a state that is dominated by 
the Chinese. Singapore’s multi-racial policy, while it ensures certain privileges and 
guarantees for the Malay minority, does at the same time ironically have the effect of 
making people more self-consciously aware of their designated identities within the 
‘CMIO’ schema (Benjamin 1976). The structural constraints that place Malays as a 
minority in this country make the Malays, regardless of their social class, to express 
their Malay identity in one form or another. In my concluding chapter I will analyse 
how both the middle- and working-class women juggle with their identities as 












Chapter 7: Finding a Balance between Work and Mothering 
Full-time employment plays an important role in the lives of 20 of the middle-
class women I spoke to. Even though 10 out of these 20 women expressed their desire 
to be stay-at-home mothers in the future, all 20 women indicated that their careers 
shaped their identities as a woman. As described by O below:  
I know that when I go out to work, I am doing something good. Not only for 
others because I teach, not only for my students but I feel that I am doing 
something good for my family not only in terms of income but also what I can 
offer to my family. Because I feel when I go out to work, I learn new things 
and this can be applied to my own family. Being in school as a teacher, I see a 
lot of positive and negative things happening. All the things that I learnt as a 
teacher can be used for me to apply to my own family. So I don’t feel guilty 
when I go out to work. Just that I wish sometimes I can spend longer time with 
them. I don’t think I can be a full time stay at home mum as I think it will 
drive me crazy to spend 24 hours a day at home and being in just one 
environment day in and day out. I think going out to work is a positive thing 
so when I get home there is a different environment for me to look forward to.  
          (O, 34, teacher with 4 children) 
According to O, working helps her to be in two different environments which enables 
her to be mentally well. O admits that if she were to be a stay-at-home mother, 
attending to her children 24 hours a day will be bad for her mental well-being as she 
will be in the same environment every day. 20 of my middle-class informants shared 
the same sentiments. As illustrated by Z: 
After the maternity leave, I felt so happy and relieved to see adults and do my 
work. It is a relief from taking care of the child. I was so energized meeting 
my client for 2 hours. During my maternity leave, I felt so restless and tired of 
the same routine every day.  
When she was 7 or 8 months, my daughter was sick and I felt guilty, as I felt 
that I should spend more time with the children and also feeling guilty because 
I had taken too many leaves. I felt guilty towards my employer for taking too 
many days of childcare leave. Whenever I am with my child, it’s a 100 percent 
concentration with the child. When I returned to work, I just focus on work. 
                (Z, 28, social worker with 1 child) 
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From the above quote, Z mentioned feeling guilty for taking ‘too many days’ 
of childcare leave as she was afraid it will affect her work performance. 12 of my 
respondents are afraid that if they had taken too many days of childcare leave their 
employers will view them as lazy and not serious in their work. This is the dilemma 
that they face whenever they apply for childcare leave.  In Singapore, the promotion 
of work-life balance in the workplace is not governed by a national policy. Instead, 
the state leaves it to the different business corporations to develop family-friendly 
schemes that are appropriate to their business processes and their employees. One of 
my informants, Jk, mentioned that the job description of a mother is heavier and 
requires more time and effort than being a full-time employee. 
I guess being a mother means to be someone whom my children and my 
family can see as not just somebody to care for the family or bring them to 
doctor when they are sick but as somebody for them to look to, find comfort, 
and someone they can look up to and someone they know will be there for 
them no matter what. Caring for them has a very wide spectrum. Caring for 
them means being the provider, it doesn’t mean to provide them with just 
shelter and the material needs but also to provide them with love, support, 
encouragement and everything and anything that they need. It also 
encompasses being someone who can guide them as they grow up and face 
future problems and challenges in their life. Someone who can help them go 
through their growing up process. It is a very big spectrum of what a mother 
can do. Work is more mechanical and you do know what is expected of you. 
But this is not the case for mothering. You need to be on your toes all the time 
as you are handling with emotions and relationships. 
                 (Jk, 32, nurse with 1 child) 
I would say caring for children takes a lot more of my energy. When I’m 
working, all the teaching, marking and the administration work just requires 
some thinking. But with children, it is a holistic process, it is not only the body 
but also the heart and mind as well as emotions as well. I have a lot of 
emotional attachment with the children. So many things to do with them but 
sometimes cannot do. For instance, a lot of expectations sometimes met and 
sometimes not met. So there’s a lot of emotional upheavals involved whereas 
work for me is more mechanical. It’s like something I know that I have to do 
to my best ability. But when it comes to the children, it is an entirely different 
process. It is more draining I would say. 




In balancing work and family, middle-class women utilized their weekends to spend 
quality time with their family. All 25 of my middle-class informants filled up their 
weekends with family activities to enable bonding with the children. This quality time 
includes bringing the children to the zoo, to the library and to visit their grandparents 
during the weekend. 
The quality time spent with the children is important. You can be with them 
24 hours but if you don’t talk with them then it’s pointless as you have not 
established the bonding. Just 5 minutes looking at my youngest child and 
playing with her, hugging her and making her smile is enough to establish the 
bond and closeness. The most important thing is to let them know you love 
them very much by a lot of hugging and touching. 
                (M, 33, executive with 3 children) 
However, the working-class women do not have the luxury of free time during 
the weekends for them to spend with their husbands and children as one family. Due 
to the nature of their occupations, all of my working-class women will have different 
free days from their husbands. Whenever they have time with their children, the 
women will bring the children out to the nearby playground or will watch television 
with them. These mothers told me that they tend to spend the whole day with their 
children watching television even though they may not spend a lot of time talking to 
each other. Watching television is considered as a form of a bonding activity in which 
they will talk to their children about the different television shows.  Due to the 
financial constraints that working-class families faced, they will not bring their 
children out for outings that require transportation costs. They will only bring their 
children to nearby parks and playgrounds as these places are free to the public. Even 
though their financial resources are limited, working-class families attempt their best 




Apart from that, all 15 of my working-class informants quit their jobs during 
their maternity confinement period as their parents are in low-paying jobs and could 
not afford to take a long period of leave to care for them. They stopped working for a 
period of about 2 years before rejoining the workforce again. This will affect their 
employment opportunities since they have been away for some time. The women 
continued to make the same decision to quit their job when giving birth to subsequent 
children. Apart from that, 8 out of 15 working-class women chose a workplace that is 
nearer to their home so that they could reduce the amount spent on transportation 
costs. For example, Jq mentioned that she switched to a lower-paying job in order to 
save money on the transportation fares. 
I resigned from hotel line as I had to do split shift in one day. The shifts are 
from 4am to 9am and 3pm to 11pm. I worked as a front desk officer. I 
resigned because we had to cut costs. The transportation costs to go to my 
workplace were expensive. I spent at least $400 on transportation while my 
pay was $1200.    
         (Jq, 24, with 2 children, works at a convenient store) 
Full-time employment varies in meaning for both working- and middle-class 
women. Work for the working-class women is an obligation for them to ensure that 
their families could afford the basic needs such as sending the children to school and 
ensuring that they are able to pay the monthly bills. During the period when the 
working-class women had to stop working for 2 years or so to look after their young 
infants, a working-class family had to depend solely on the husband’s income to pay 
for the monthly bills. As for the middle-class women, they view employment as a 
self-fulfilling path and it allows them to sustain their lifestyle. Thus we can see that 
the working-class mothers face a number of severe structural constraints on how they 
can perform their roles as mothers, and their chances of enjoying a healthy work-life 
balance are sharply curtailed compared to the middle-class mothers. 
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The findings of this thesis thus contribute some new insights to the literature 
on Malay families in Singapore. Firstly, it brings to light the reproduction of social 
class status and boundaries through different childrearing practices. Childcare 
opportunities and choices are highly stratified and very closely tied to family assets. 
There are sharp and distinct class boundaries being established and maintained within 
the socially segmented childcare market. As these women have different financial 
resources, reference groups and cultural milieux, they have different baseline 
standards of what ‘good’ mothers should provide for their children and  differing 
images of how to achieve what is best for them.  Hays’ notion of ‘an ideology of 
intensive mothering’ is apparent amongst the mothers in this study despite the 
different types of resources that they have.  
In Suriani’s preliminary study on childcare arrangements in Malay families in 
2002, she highlighted that dual-income families will usually seek their parents, live-in 
maids or childcare centres to care for their children. As her observations were only 
based on three families, there was no clear indication on class differences that may 
occur in childcare arrangements. The findings in this thesis extend her observations 
and explore the class differences that exist in childcare arrangements. In this study, I 
found that middle-class parents will opt for familial childcare arrangements even 
though they may have a live-in maid with them. From the interviews, it is evident that 
the Ethnic Integration Policy which was implemented by HDB has disrupted the 
Malay kinship networks often forcing family members to live further apart because of 
the ethnic quotas imposed on each HDB block. In order to facilitate the childcare 
arrangements for the caregiver, the parents will usually bring their children to the 
caregiver’s place. If their place is quite far from the caregiver’s home, they will 
request for the caregivers to live with them during weekdays.  Middle-class women 
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emphasize the use of kin to care for their children because they believe it is important 
to establish an ongoing relationship across generations and preserve a family’s 
identity. The perceived desirability of having the parents or parents-in-law care for the 
children could be explained by the whole idea of value transmission across the 
generations.  
A previous study on childcare arrangements by Yeoh and Huang (1995) 
highlights the unwillingness of Malay mothers to send their children to childcare 
centres as they fear that their children will learn undesirable socio-cultural values at 
these centres. Malay families, who live far from their parents, will send their children 
to a babysitter who is of the same ethnicity (ibid.).  However, this is not the case for 
my working-class parents. Due to the structural and financial constraints, my 
working-class parents do not have familial support for childcare arrangements as both 
their parents and parents-in-law will be working even though they may have passed 
the retirement age. Instead, working-class parents have no practical option but to send 
their children to childcare centres, as the fees for these centres are heavily subsidised 
by the government. As the Muslim-based childcare centres have a long waiting-list, 7 
out of 13 of the working-class women sent their children to a Christian-based 
childcare centre. As the main concern for these working-class mothers is to get a 
proper childcare centre that is able to care for and give their children a good education 
while they are working, they do not find it an issue to send them to one that is not 
Muslim-based. 
My interviews show that middle-class fathers are taking the initiative to be 
more involved in parenting rather than sticking to the traditional breadwinner role. 
They are more involved with their children, and will spend time to play with the 
children and look after them when their wives are busy. As for the working-class 
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fathers, there is less emotional involvement with the children’s lives as compared to 
the middle-class fathers. These fathers tend to adopt the traditional distant father 
approach in interacting with their children. Due to their long working hours, their 
parenting involvement with the children is affected since by the time they return from 
work, the children might already be in bed. As they spend more time at work than at 
home, they are less informed about the new approach to fathering that is favoured by 
the middle-class. 
Class differences are also apparent in the patterns of inculcating religious 
education and cultural practices. The ideology of intensive mothering which was 
suggested by Hays (1996), together with the important role of mothers in Islam, 
explained the dominant type of mothering that most middle-class mothers in this 
study adopted. This study adds on to Hays’ findings in that it has highlighted the 
middle-class women’s strong emphasis on religion in reinforcing the idea that 
children are innocent and priceless, and that childrearing should be centred on 
children’s needs with methods that are informed by experts and are labour-intensive. 
With Islam’s tremendous emphasis on the responsibility of parents, especially 
mothers, to educate and nurture a future generation of good Muslims, mothering 
amongst the middle-class Malay women in my study is even more rigorous and 
demanding than Hay’s idea of intensive mothering as practised in America. 
 Working-class women reinforce their Malay identity by inculcating cultural 
values in their children. This differs slightly from middle-class women, for whom 
Malay identity is to be emphasized by introducing Islamic values and education to 
their children from an early age. Due to the different financial resources and cultural 
milieux that these mothers have, they have different views on how their children 
should be educated. All the mothers (both working- and middle-class mothers) whom 
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I interviewed take the view that the quality of education that the children receive from 
a young age will influence the children’s success in the future especially when it 
involves employment opportunities, and they all value education. But working-class 
families could not afford extra tuition classes and other classes which would 
contribute to a child’s holistic development. While they may still feel that their 
children are getting a better education that they had themselves, the limited financial 
resources that working-class mothers have, restricts the type of education and 
personal upbringing that their children are receiving. By contrast, not only do the 
middle-class mothers place great emphasis on the importance of education, but they 
are much more actively involved in supervising their children’s homework on a daily 
basis, and can afford to send them for extra classes and other activities. 
In ensuring that women are able to balance their family and work life, 
guidelines were set by the National Tripartite Advisory Panel in 2004 for companies 
to implement the best family-friendly schemes, but it is still up to the discretion of the 
individual companies to implement them. The National Tripartite Advisory 
recommends corporations to allow working parents to have family care leave, flexible 
work arrangements and employee support schemes. The companies need to have a 
system to communicate these schemes and make them accessible to all employees. 
The National Tripartite Advisory Panel suggests that the corporations need to have a 
sound performance management system that provides the basis for evaluating and 
rewarding the performance of employees on flexible work arrangements more 
objectively. Apart from that, the managers in the organisation need to provide a 
supportive work environment and help tailor flexible work arrangements for their 
staff. It is recommended that managers should measure staff performance by 
outcomes and deliverables rather than by the number of hours clocked and physical 
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presence. The Ministry of Manpower provides a one-time $20,000 grant to companies 
to implement family-friendly policies. This grant can be used to cover the training of 
the Human Resource managers and line supervisors to attend courses to implement 
Work-Life strategies and provide a family room or lactation room for breastfeeding 
mothers.  
Despite the guidelines given by the National Tripartite Advisory Panel, there 
are still many companies which do not fully adopt family-friendly policies. Even 
though the companies provide a room for lactating mothers, all my informants felt 
that as a woman progresses in her career, the workload will increase and it will 
require her to spend more time at work and less time with the family. Being working 
mothers require women to make sacrifices in their careers in order to carry out their 
responsibilities as a mother or vice versa. Due to this, 20 out of 25 middle-class 
mothers said that they are willing to turn down a job promotion as they value their 
time with their family. 
Thus, it is important for companies including small businesses to adopt a more 
flexible approach in retaining married female employees. The Ministry of Manpower 
needs to advise companies that are not implementing family-friendly policies to 
measure staff performance by outcomes and deliverables rather than by the number of 
hours clocked and physical presence. The current attitudes of managers and 
colleagues places married women at a disadvantage since they emphasize physical 
presence in the workplace. The more days are taken for childcare leave and unpaid 
leave, the more colleagues and employers are likely to think that these women are not 
serious in their careers. In Singapore, parents are only entitled to 6 days of paid 
childcare leave per year until the year the child turns 7 years old. The 6 days of 
childcare leave per year is insufficient as there will be times when the children will be 
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sick for a longer period of time. Instead, the entitlement to childcare leave should be 
increased.  A deeper shift in work culture and mind-sets are required to allow parents 
to make more time for family life. One suggestion is to introduce a mandatory 10 
weeks of paid paternal leave for fathers.  This will encourage men to take care of their 
children while their wives return to work after their maternity leave. If they are 
reluctant to take the mandatory 10 weeks of paternity leave, they will lose these 10 
weeks as the time cannot be transferred to the mother and the whole family will lose 
out.   This will allow newborn babies to spend their first year with both parents. With 
this suggestion, it will give working mothers greater equality at the workplace as 
fathers now have their share of family responsibilities. 
Both groups of women in this study face personal dilemmas in trying to juggle 
time for their children and family. Working-class women have to rely heavily on 
people who are not related to them to care for their children while they are working 
and hope that the children are taught with good values as they are not there with their 
children most of the time. As for the middle-class mothers, even though they are 
entrusting their children to their parents, there is a constant worry in them that they do 
not have enough time to educate their children according to what the different 
parenting books advised them to do. Even though these women hold to different 
worldviews and have access to different resources, at the end of the day, they share 
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Appendix A- Interview Questions 
1. Before we start, please give me an estimate range of your combined household 
income with your husband.  
 
2. Tell me more about yourself. How old are you and how old is your husband?  
Where are you working, and what are the working hours like? 
 
3. Describe to me a typical working day of your life  
 
4. What work does your husband do and what are his working hours like? 
 
5. How many children do you have? How old are they? 
 
6. Who takes care of your children when you and your husband are working? 
 
7. Who does most of the household chores at home? 
 
8. Does your husband help out with the housework? 
 
9. Does your husband take care of and spend time with your children when you 
are too busy? 
 
10. Do you breastfeed your child now? Elaborate your reason for breastfeeding or 
not breastfeeding your child. 
 
11. If you compare your paid work with caring for your child, which one would 
you say demands more time and effort on your part? 
 
12.       What does being a mother means to you? What does it consist of? 
 
13.       How do you ensure that you spend enough time with your children although 
you are busy with work? 
 
14.       Do you have time for your children when you return from work? 
 
15.       What type of activities do you do with your children during your free time? 
 
16.       What does caring for them consist of for you? 
 
17.     Do you refer to parenting books in raising your children? Do you read parenting 
magazines to get ideas on how to raise your children? 
 
18.      Do you think the years of 1 month to 6 years old are the most important years 
of a child’s life? 
 





20.       Do you have any particular role models whom you refer to in childrearing? 
 
21.       Can you tell me more of the definition of weekday and weekend to you? What 
do you do during the weekend? 
 
22.       Do you feel there is not enough time for you to do everything – your work, 
and taking care of the family?      
 
23.       Are there times that you think you have a lot of things to juggle with? What do 
you do   when such feelings arises? 
 
24.      Do your work commitments make you spend less time with your children and  
husband? 
 
25.      How much time do you spend doing career-related stuff in a day? 
26.      Do you ever bring work home?  
 
27.      At the end of the day, do you have some time for yourself and husband? 
28.      Do you feel that you receive understanding from your spouse? Please explain 
in detail. 
 















Appendix B – Profiles of Interviewees  










M 33  9,000 3 Postgraduate 
Degree 
Teacher M has 2 live-in 
domestic maids. 
Her parents will 
come to her 
house every day 
during the 
weekdays to 




Jq 34 7,000 3 Degree Executive Jq has a 
domestic helper 
but during the 
weekdays both 
her parents will 
come over to 
take care of the 
children and 
oversee the 
running of the 
house while she 
is at work. 
K 26 5,000 1 Diploma Nurse Sends her 
daughter to her 
sister-in-law’s 
place every day. 
U 36 10,000 3 Degree Executive Sends her 
children to 
parents-in-law 
house every day. 
 
J 34 12,000 3 Degree Teacher Has 2 live-in 
maid but her 
parents will live 






F 32 11,000 3 Degree Teacher Has 1 maid and 
her parents will 
come every day 
to care for the 
kids. 
R 36 11,000 3 Degree Social 
Worker 
Has 1 domestic 
helper. But 
mother comes 
from Monday to 
Friday to assist 
the domestic 
helper. 
Y 29 7,000 1 Degree Manager Has 1 domestic 
helper. Parents-
in-law comes 
over every day 
from Monday to 
Friday. 
Hf 32 9,000 4 Degree Manager Has 1 domestic 
helper. Parents 




Q 33 11,000 3 Degree Teacher Sends her 









house every day. 
Nz 34 9,000 3 Degree Kindergarten 
Teacher 
Has 1 domestic 
helper. She lives 
with her mother. 
Her mother will 
care for her 
children. 
Hy 31 8,000 1 Degree Manager Sends her child 
to her mother to 
care for the 




S 33 9,000 3 Masters 
Degree 
Executive Sends her 




Sk 29 7,000 2 Degree Executive 
Officer 
Has 1 domestic 
helper. She lives 
with her mother 
and 1 sister. Her 
mother and 
sister will care 
for her children 
when she is at 
work. 
Z 28 6,000 1 Degree Social 
Worker 





will care for her 
daughter when 
she is at work. 
I 35 11,000 4 Degree Teacher Sends her 









house every day. 




Has a maid but 
her parents will 
come to her 
house every day 
to ensure that 




H 30 8,000 2 Degree Researcher Her mother will 




to look after the 
children. 
D 31 7,000 3 Degree Preschool 
teacher 
Her parents will 
sleep at her 
house during the 
weekdays so 
that they can 
look after her 
children when 
she is working. 
O 34 9,000 4 Degree Teacher Sends her 




Jk 32 6,000 1 Diploma Nurse Sends her 




B 28 6,000 2 Degree Teacher Her mother will 
live with her 
from Monday to 
Friday while her 
father will come 
over during the 
day to help out 
in caring for the 
children. 




Has 1 domestic 
helper. Parents 
will come over 
every day from 
Monday to 
Friday. 
W 28 6,000 1 Degree Executive Sends daughter 
to a babysitter 
who lives 
nearby. 
E 32 8,000 2 Degree Manager Has 1 domestic 
helper. Parents-
in-law will 








      















youngest to a 
Muslim-based 
childcare. The 
other 3 children 





Ue 38 1,800 4 GCE ‘N’ 
Level 




while the older 
ones will be 
caring for 
themselves 
when they are at 
home. 
Mk  25 1,300 2 Secondary 2 Cashier Sends her 
daughters to a 
Christian-based 
childcare centre. 
Ns 26 2,200 2 GCE ‘N’ 
Level 
Receptionist Sends her 
children to a 
Christian-based 
childcare centre. 





youngest to a 
Muslim-based 
childcare. The 
other 3 children 







Nm 24 1,200 2 GCE ‘N’ 
Level 
Clerk Sends her 
daughters to a 
Christian-based 
childcare centre. 
C  36 800 2 Secondary 2 Hawker 
Helper 
Sends her 
children to a 
nearby childcare 
centre in which 
food may be a 
problem for the 
children. 
Lt 25 2,100 2 GCE ‘N’ 
Level 
Receptionist Sends her 
children to a 
Christian-based 
childcare centre. 




children to a 
Christian-based 
childcare centre. 
V 23 1,400 2 Secondary 2 Cashier Sends her 
children to a 
Christian-based 
childcare centre. 
X 26 1,500 3 Secondary 2 Cleaner Sends her 









children to a 
Muslim-based 
childcare centre. 
Dx 27 1,200 3 Secondary 2 Waitress Sends her 




T 26 950 2 Secondary 1 Waitress Sends her 
children to a 
nearby childcare 
centre in which 
food may be a 
110 
 
problem for the 
children. 





children to a 
Christian-based 
childcare centre. 
 
